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Mr. Saull read an ingenious essay, to prove that the baboon is the original
form of the human species, and expressed his hope that the day would
arrive when the whole of the monkey species would be entitled to the
elective franchise. Universal suffrage would not be complete without it.
Lord Brougham said, that if this enfranchisement took place in Mr. Saull’s
day, he hoped that Mr. S. would be chosen as the first representative of
the new elective body.

Penny Satirist, 23 Sept. 1837, spoofing Saull’s belief in

democracy and a monkey origin for mankind






Preface

Was he joking? asked a co-operator in 1833, on learning that a founder
of London’s first labour exchange had lectured on men emerging from
monkeys. Madness, surely, to think that such ribaldry could smooth
our path to the socialist millennium. But the lecturer had been serious,
and that is not the strangest part. The man had for the previous two
years been running a museum of evolution. Imagine such a museum
on a central London street in Darwin’s younger day, almost three
decades before the Origin of Species appeared. Impossible? After all, of
the hundreds of Darwin biographies and histories of evolution, not one
mentions it.

Moreintriguingly, this museum bucked the Victorian trend. It was free
to men and women of all ranks, but artisans were especially invited, no
embarrassing letter of introduction required. Just step in to understand
how the present world had been produced and what promise fossil life
held out for the future. Nor were these any old fossils. The museum
held priceless treasures, expensive originals or ‘type’ specimens, some
of which would become famous. Odder still, for a place expunged from
the collective memory, it was lauded at the time as the biggest private
geology museum in London, perhaps, some said, the country.

In its day the museum was difficult to miss. The two-storey, purpose-
built edifice stood on Aldersgate Street, within view of London’s
magnificent new General Post Office. It was run by a proprietor who
argued that life had "evolved’, and, more outrageously, that humans had
ape origins. So how have historians and palaeontologists missed it?

True, it is easy for a myopic history to favour the scientific swells.
They left their stories in expensive books and bequeathed a brilliant,
accessible science to be reworked through the generations. The trouble
is, switching the spotlight from the cut-glass crystal of the wealthy
drawing room onto cut-price dives requires exhaustive work, even if the

©2024 Adrian Desmond, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0393.00
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2 Reign of the Beast

results are enriching. It could be argued that the blinkered emphasis
on the mannered Charles Darwin and his urbane mentor Sir Charles
Lyell, who now repose together in Westminster Abbey, actually acts
to impoverish our cultural understanding. Not for our museum
proprietor such a shrine. To find him you would have to search out
an unconsecrated corner of Kensal Green Cemetery, a pilgrimage site
where he is surrounded by radical heroes.

His name was William Devonshire Saull. Neither historians nor
palaeontologists know much about him. And what image we do have
of Saull was skewed by detractors, who thought him a misguided fool
draped in satanic robes. Saull was a proselytizing socialist, atheist, and
republican—a man who once outraged Times readers by reminding the
monarch of the fate of Charles I. Saull was denigrated by decent society,
which subsequently buried him with indecently obscurantist obituaries.

Saull’s museum shared the same ignominious fate. It was destroyed
and lost to posterity. But was it really of any consequence? Well, let us
focus on the cultural impact of just one of its twenty thousand exhibits.
The ‘dinosaur’, famously concocted by the upright Richard Owen in
1842, was based primarily on fossils from Saull’s collection.! And this
monstrous reptilian creature emerged from its furiously radical age to
become one of the most iconic images of the media-obsessed twentieth
century.

It was Owen’s visit to the museum that piqued my original interest
in Saull. The book might have begun in the 1990s, when Hugh Torrens
allowed me to rewrite the “Saull” entry for the Oxford Dictionary of
National Biography. But it had a much lengthier gestation. In mid-1970s, I
became intrigued by the idea of the pious comparative anatomist Richard
Owen finding an Iguanodon sacrum in a socialist’s museum, of all places.
Why would a socialist have a fossil museum? What function did it serve
in the 1830s and 1840s?—those violent decades of newly-established
class warfare driven by Saull’s friend Henry Hetherington in his illegal
Poor Man’s Guardian. (And who was the first man buried in Saull’s
funeral plot? Henry Hetherington himself.) How did the respectable
Anglican Owen, the pet of the Tory nobility, a man who excoriated
materialist transmutation as a moral and social poison, negotiate Saull

1 Torrens 1997. The name “dinosaur” gained little vernacular traction to start
(O’Connor 2012), and by the time it did Saull was dead.
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and his radical and co-operative infidels? It was the question that led to
Reign of the Beast.

Equally, the book could not have reached fruition without the vast
digitization projects of the 2010s, especially of London’s umpteen
newspapers. It is only by getting back to these first drafts of history that
we can make sense of Saull in his micro-context. They allow us to pin
his activities down, almost to street level. And by this time a socially
embedded history of science had become commonplace, which left
formerly neglected actors—especially among the querulous working
classes and their allies—crying out for study.

By far the greatest surprise to come out of this study was to find that,
in Darwin’s younger day, there was an open palaeontological museum,
set up specifically to inform the great unwashed of their monkey ancestry
and evolutionary destiny. That destiny was to realize the morally perfect
man and woman, socialist of course (something Darwin would have
abhorred). That Saull’s artisan-friendly evolutionary warehouse had
lain undetected under the noses of historians and palaeontologists has
an explanation. The museum was shattered and fragmented on Saull’s
death, then lost as the traces were scattered to the four corners. In the
same way, the evidence for Saull’s evolutionary teaching was itself
spread through hundreds of newspaper shards, which had to be pieced
laboriously together. It was a gigantic job of cultural reclamation. My
digitised database for Saull alone has over two thousand entries, mostly
press snippets. And this is on top of six thousand cuttings of related
street prints. Stitching it back together took decades.

My purpose, therefore, is not to discuss the history of evolution
at the Victorian outset, or any of its bourgeois cultural cradles. This
despite the popular appetite for such synoptic approaches, as shown
by the wealth of books. Tellingly, most of these have the trigger word
“Darwin” in the title, even if they now “try to avoid the tendency to see
1859 as ‘year zero’”.2 By contrast, Reign of the Beast remains far removed
from Darwin’s gentrified world—our curious haunts are a dark Hades
that would have horrified Darwin, not that he would have dreamed of

2 Conlin 2014, 5; Stott 2012; Quammen 2006. The “de-centring of Darwin” (E.
Richards 2020, 9) encourages serious studies of alternative social and political
contexts of Victorian evolution.
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entering them.? Nor does Reign make much contact with my Politics of
Evolution. That dealt with the shabby-genteel bourgeois radicals and
their deployment of the anatomies of self-development. These medical
dissidents were looking first and foremost to career enhancements, and
using materialistic sciences to attain that end. They were fighting a dirty
war against the monopolistic medical baronets running the hospitals in
the 1830s, and campaigning on behalf of the new order of lowly General
Practitioners who ministered to the poor. The present study sinks a mine
shaft much deeper into the social strata. There were points of contact
between these medical democrats and Saull’s street republicans—the
fiery Thomas Wakley, founder of the Lancet, being one (he even teamed
up with Saull to bring back the transported Tolpuddle Martyrs, Chapter
15)—but they were minimal. Some reforming physicians were known
to frequent radical dives, John Epps being another case in point. But
Epps, in his Quaker’s hat, was a Christian who shared the democratic
bent of the urban insurgents, not their vulgar atheism. Focusing on Saull
allowed me to pursue the new sciences of palaeontology and evolution
to a ‘lower’ level, right down to the socialist bedrock. Reign looks to
the ‘masses’, not the ‘classes’. It seeks to resurrect the street activists
demanding complete emancipatory reform and to take seriously a
previously-ignored ideological context. In this way, we can reassess the
working-class threat that infidel ‘evolution” (defined the old socialist
way) could pose during the political upheavals of the 1830s. Not only
was it a class threat to the conservative squirearchy; but Saull’s monkey-
stained materialism—and this is another theme of the book—equally
frightened the wilder young millenarians inside the labour movement
itself.

The real effrontery to them was that monkey. Saull was possibly the
only lecturer in Britain in the 1830s to declare publicly that humans had
ape forebears. And, arguably, it was his Grub Street milieu—infidel and
socialist—that nurtured such a shocking view and sustained his public
bravado.

3 Although Darwin did know of the “Devil’s Chaplain”, the indicted blasphemer
(the Rev. Robert Taylor), who took his infidel mission to Cambridge and was
hounded out of town by the students. Darwin also owned a cheap copy of Lectures
on Man pirated by the notorious William Benbow, although I suspect in ignorance
of its pornographic provenance: Desmond and Moore 1991, 81-84, 260.
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How heinous was such a belief outside of the “blasphemy chapels”
(dissenting chapels taken over by deists, atheists and co-operators in the
later 1820s and early 1830s for their lectures, liturgical skits and political
meetings*)? Why was evolution so threatening in the 1830s? Two
centuries later, it is hard to grasp how even the seemingly innocuous
suggestion of one animal being able to turn into another could have
caused such consternation. Yet it did. Evolution was abominated by
many and left some hysterical: the Cambridge divine who saw total
social collapse in its train; the British Museum grandee reduced to
vulgarity in calling it vomit; the evangelical Christian who thought it
heralded Satan’s coming. The revolting prospect clearly raised deep
social fears in an undemocratic, pious, conservative country. The fact
that Cambridge catered to wealthy Anglicans, the British Museum
feared admitting the uncouth classes, and that evangelical magazines
were obsessed with artisan infidelity only reinforces the conclusion. The
evolutionary spectre was a social threat, and Reign of the Beast looks to
the weaponizing of such science by street deists, socialists, and radicals
to underscore the roots of this dread.

We might look at Darwin, too, to understand his social fears. Saull
and Darwin stood at opposite ends of the social spectrum and their
diametric attitudes to evolution’s social upshot are revealing. The
wealthy, land-owning, would-be magistrate Darwin later confided that
admitting that species could mutate was “like confessing a murder”.®
But for Saull, publicly advocating something far worse—that man was
a transmuted ape—held no terror. He felt no qualms, no shame, in
committing what Darwin feared would be seen as a capital offence by
society. He even taunted young theology students on the subject. But
then, for Saull, that society was a repressive, Anglican-dominated state,
shielding massive inequalities. Undermining it was no crime at all, but
morally justified and politically expedient.

Saull’s question, “‘What promise did fossils hold for the development
of socialist man?” would have been unintelligible to Darwin. As the

4 The main ones we discuss were the former Congregationalist Salter’s Hall Chapel
on Cannon Street (taken over in 1826 by the Rev. Robert Taylor), the chapel
in Grub Street, Cripplegate (set up for the Rev. Josiah Fitch in 1828), and the
Optimist Chapel in Windmill Street (1829-31), re-branded the Philadelphian in
1831. Saull helped set up the former two, and lectured in the latter two.

5  Burkhardt et al. 3:2. Hodge 2009 on Darwin’s landed-capitalist context.
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literary historians would have it, Saull was imposing his own narrative
‘plot’ on fossil history. But where Darwin’s evolutionary story privileged
neither man nor his place,® millenarian co-operators gave their narrative
real meaning for humanity. The fossils in Saull’s emporium portrayed
an evolution that was bursting with promise for the socialist New
Jerusalem just over the horizon.

As a piece of idiosyncratic history of science, far from the mainstream,
the book traipses along dark streets in the radical thirties and hungry
forties to assess how even esoteric science could end up in disreputable
rags. That it did so appalled Evangelical Christians. Such an unholy
union of grubby atheism and abominations about the earth’s long
history and mankind’s bestial ancestry proved Revelation’s prophecy:
Satan was abroad spreading his “filthy slime over Christendom” and
the Second Coming was nigh.” The ‘Beast’ of the title, in one aspect, was
the levelling atheist’s ancestor, the ‘evolutionist’s’ monkey; but, to the
outraged defender of tradition, it was the devil within, driving such
blasphemous insanity. A biblical exegete investigating “evil” recalled in
1843 that the great Sir Isaac Newton considered “the reign of the beast
to be the open avowal of infidelity”.® That year, 1843, ten years after Saull
went public, schismatic street atheists, sick of socialist quietism, were
streaking past him and promoting mankind’s bestial ancestry with a still
greater vengeance as a stick to bloody the parson’s nose.

This scenario—consciousness-raising working-class warriors using
home-brewed astro-geologies to thrash the hated tithe-extracting
Anglicans—is a world removed from the hackneyed ‘warfare of science
and theology’ paradigm. That referred to elite gentlemanly thought,
seemingly at war with itself as it tried to exclude an ‘obscurantist’
religion. For a century and a half, screeds have been written on how
proper science ejected every tainting theological vestige. What started
as polemical tirades by professionalizing scientists pushing out their
boundaries to colonise new cosmological realms ended as a popular
platitude.® Reign of the Beast adopts neither this military metaphor,

6  G. Beer 1985, 21-22; Zimmerman 2008, 2-3; A. Buckland, 2013, ch. 1. Throughout
the text, the terminology of the day is used, which included non-inclusive gender
language. ‘Man’ is taken to mean the whole of mankind.

7  Bickersteth 1843, 8-22; Revelation chs. 13, 16.

Bosanquet 1843, 115.

9  F. M. Turner 1978.

o]
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demolished in the 1970s,® nor does it engage with C. C. Gillispie’s
Genesis and Geology, whose problematic was also theology tainting high-
blown theories of the earth."

While most of these studies take a ‘lateral’ view, territorial essentially,
looking to the frisson as middle-class professional boundaries jostled
to-and-fro, here I add a missing dimension, the ‘vertical’, or class aspect.
I look at a novel knowledge fashioned in situ to suit emerging socialist
and infidel interests in an Anglican-privileged age. Our scurrilous social
environment, back-alley dives and blasphemy chapels, and its grubby
actors—anti-clerical deists, radicals, and co-operators—stand out of
view of the ‘higher’ scientific echelons dealt with in today’s demilitarised
studies. These have demonstrated how religious affiliations affected
scientists” attitudes, yet they avoid the ‘lower” orders,”? and how their
views might have encouraged religious realignments in the dominant
scientific class itself. Then again, when the grandees are seen to face
threats, these are too often traced to the preceding century. True, the
dons and divines were still “alarmed by the way that the Enlightenment
of Diderot and Voltaire led to the French Revolution of 1789, the Reign of
Terror, world war and Napoleon’s military dictatorship”.'* But track this
insurgent scourge forty years forwards, as Enlightenment ideas went
‘underground’, worming their way into insurgent ‘pauper’ Britain, and
the more immediate threat becomes clear. How else to explain the often
hysterical rejection of materialist evolution by don and divine? It was a
living menace, shaking the ground under their feet. The grandees closed
ranks against the rookery infidels for fear that their edifice-shaking
sciences would topple the tiers of privilege.

Such a characterization also shows that Reign is not shaped by the
old ‘popularization of science’ mould. That noblesse oblige model saw

10 J.R. Moore 1979, 19-122; J. H. Brooke 1991; P. Harrison 2015; Knight and Eddy
2016; Hardin, Numbers, and Binzley. 2018.

11 Rupke 1994b. The relations of Christianity and geology with its time and origins
motif are understandably perennially interesting: Kélbl-Ebert 2009.

12 Using the terminology of the day. We have to be careful using this disparaging
social-stratification language, for fear that it perpetuates rather than exposes the
Victorian caste system stretching from royal ‘highnesses’ to ‘low’-life. Conservative
rags sneered at the latter, those who lived in some “filthy low street”, and they
execrated radicals for spreading their moral pestilence among “the low and
ignorant”: The Age, 28 Aug. 1842, 4; Argus, 28 Jan. 1843, 9.

13 D. Knight 2004, 53.
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high-brow science being simplified and drip-fed to docile marginal
audiences, a top-down activity with all the condescension that implied.
Looking at the unexplored socialist and blasphemous forums actually
exposes the poverty of this antiquated concept. But then this old
diffusionist model has been heavily deconstructed by science historians
recently.' Reign of the Beast is more an exercise in reclamation, in
recovering an indigenous infidel science. Here, cannibalized scraps of
subversive Enlightenment tomes were fused with upturned geological
works to produce a blunderbuss science that was original, useful, and
totally unacceptable to the establishment.

What we have in Saull’s case was a dissident geology and astronomy,
re-factored as munitions for new class interests, and shared with actively
engaging audiences. These anti-clerical flocks were themselves of a new
type. Their literacy was evidently not low; in fact, quite the opposite.
Whether they bought into this subversive science at blasphemy chapels
or socialist Halls of Science—which attracted the more “reflecting of
the handicraftsmen”®—or in Saull’s museum, they were obviously
“periodical literate”,'® able to devour the co-operators’ house journal,
the Crisis, or the radical Poor Man’s Guardian, and equally able to take in
Saull’s monkeying endeavours.

To sum up, Reign of the Beast focuses on illicit geology in infidel
contexts. To say this is an unplumbed area would be an understatement.
In 1990, Steven Shapin conceded that we knew pathetically little about
the scientific beliefs of “lay members” of our own society."” If that is true
of people today, imagine our ignorance of “lay” cultures in the 1830s.
Agreed, the past few decades have seen an effort to amass Victorian
plebeian autobiographies. But while these texts have been exploited, it
is largely to illustrate hoi-polloi interest in literature, not science.'®

If for Shapin’s “laity” we read upstart urban groups, from fastidiously
literate compositors to semi-literate but politically-articulate coalmen—
the chaps, their wives and children, who haunted London’s blasphemy
chapels and socialist halls—then this area has remained the “cultural

14 Cooter and Pumfrey 1994; J. A. Secord 2004b; Topham 2009a, 2009b.

15 T. Coates to H. Brougham, 27 Sept. 1839, Brougham Correspondence 95,
University College London; Coates 1841, 29.

16 Murphy 1994, 8.

17 Shapin 1990, 994.

18  Rose 2002.
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wasteland” that Roger Cooter saw in 1984." Only by filling in this missing
class dimension will we achieve the necessary perspective on elite
scientific authority. Traversing this formerly terra incognita will reveal
the sciences of these subversive groups as locally-relevant constructions
born of political necessity. Rejecting capitalist or anti-democratic
authority, in society and science, the dissidents manufactured their own
transformative knowledge on site, an indigenous production that they
proclaimed as really useful.

Until we understand such a “contest between, rather than within,
classes”, say Roger Cooter and Stephen Pumfrey, and see how “ordinary
men and women” tackled their own big scientific issues, we will not
fully grasp how the grandees of science propped up the world of their
paymasters by way of responding to the democratic threat.?

By focusing on a fashionable science, geology, utilized by the
autodidacts among the “productive classes” (the co-operators’ broader
alternative to the radicals” emergent concept of the “working classes”),
we can break up the old notion of a “common context” for all Victorian
science. This idea of a “common context” has been prevalent since the
1970s.* Today, however, historians of science are no longer concentrating
solely on the gentlemanly “intelligentsia”, their shared ideas and ideals.
Yet we still need to dig deeper, to further undercut the old paradigm
by exposing the class bases of the rival ‘pauper’ sciences. In short, we
need to get down to street level and ask really tricky questions: how did
the science of the anti-union, capitalist ‘blasphemers’ differ from that
of the anti-Malthusian co-operators or the democratic radicals? Only
then will we understand how even the “scum”—as angry readers of the
Poor Man’s Guardian were branded”—made their own knowledges fit
for purpose.

The resulting book probably takes too literally Jim Secord’s injunction
to view “science as a form of communicative action”.? In Reign of the Beast,
we see it as sloganeering shouts from behind the barricades. Nowhere
better do we sense how political reform shaped the elite scientific culture

19 Cooter 1984, 2.

20 Cooter and Pumfrey 1994, 245, 249.
21 J. A. Secord 2021, 56-58.

22  PMG, 5 Nov. 1831.

23 J. A. Secord 2004b, 663.
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of the 1830s than in Secord’s Visions of Science. But his urban gentry with
their expensive avocations producing ever-more pricey tomes were
a far cry from our gutter-press infidels. Now we need to understand
how political agitation shaped a responding working-class science, an
important facet without which the whole cannot be understood.

The infidels and socialists left little in leather-bound form, nothing
for the literary reviews even to sneer at. Their bleeding-edge politics
created a much more jagged science. What artisans lapped up in
Saull’s museum was destined to serve distinct republican, democratic,
and socialist ends. But penetrating this subterranean world through
ephemeral squibs, illicit penny trash, and police informers’ reports was
a time-consuming labour of love, explaining why, as I say, the book was
so long in the coming.

In truth, so many years have passed that many colleagues and
correspondents are no longer with us to be thanked in person. In
particular I am thinking of the late Mick Cooper and John Thackray,
both of whom were encouraging and ever ready with information.
Nellie Flexner read the manuscript many times over and suggested so
many improvements. Bernie Lightman, too, acted beyond the call of
duty and gave me his thoughts on the finished book. For fine reading
of the text and stylistic suggestions I would also like to thank two
anonymous referees. My heartfelt thanks also go to Hugh Torrens, Iain
McCalman, Jim Moore, Roger Cooter, Jim and Anne Secord, Evelleen
Richards, Ruth Barton, Steven Plunkett, and Frank James for plying me
with offprints and coming to my aid over the years. I am also indebted to
Angela Darwin for allowing me to read the T. H. Huxley family papers.
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1. Underground Evolution -
Setting the Stage

Extreme Geopolitics

Let it not be forgotten that all proceedings with which the socialists
desecrate the sabbath and outrage revelation, invariably open with a
lecture on geology.!

So warned the appalled editor of the Church of England Magazine in 1840,
after leaving a talk in a socialist hall by the London wine merchant and
museum owner William Devonshire Saull (1783-1855). [t was a reminder
that the new science of the earth was not only startling and fashionable,
but dangerous in dirty hands. Dissidents were harnessing geological
armaments for use against the biblical props of priestly power. They
were making the age of rocks undermine the Rock of Ages. An infidel
geology was even being used to attack the top-down power structure of
society, which denied the activists what they demanded: democracy for
the radicals, and an anti-capitalist economy for the co-operators. In the
wrong hands, seditious hands, the re-manufactured science could even
serve the Antichrist.

Step in Saull with his filthy heresy of a monkey origin for man.
Saull came tainted, having made his public debut in court, indicted on
blasphemy charges. He was the financial backer of the jailed blasphemer
Richard Carlile in the 1820s and of the socialist Robert Owen thereafter.
His heresy was worse for being taught publicly, in London’s largest
private geology museum—*his museum, which was dedicated to the
evolving history of life. Astonishingly, this museum was founded early,

1 Church of England Magazine 9 (15 Aug. 1840): 120; NMW 8 (5 Sept. 1840): 159.
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it was up and running in June 1831, only months after a young Charles
Darwin had taken his degree at Cambridge.

How do we illuminate the back alleys where such strange views
were fomenting? Trajectories are one way to throw light on mature
views. The gentlemanly Darwin’s path, his education, travels, materials,
mentors, collections, political and religious convictions, have been
meticulously dissected by scholars to plot his path to natural selection.
Saull’s background was the antithesis: untutored origins, trading status,
socialist politics, atheism, and mentors whom Darwin would have
detested. It is this peculiar set of circumstances that Reign of the Beast
explores. With Saull leaving so little documentary evidence, we can only
take a contextual approach, to show his very different trajectory through
a series of underground dives. Where Secord’s Victorian Sensation
follows readers reacting to one pot-boiling book (the anonymous
Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation), Reign of the Beast looks to a
prior process in the making of knowledge: how the amalgam of plebeian
science changed as it passed through successive blasphemous, radical,
and co-operative furnaces.

Thus the following chapters show Saull moving from Richard
Carlile’s deistic clique with its eternalist geology, through the astro-
theology of the “Devil’s Chaplain”,* the Rev. Robert Taylor, to the astro-
geology of that “dirty little jacobin” Sir Richard Phillips.? Saull absorbed
the new geology of fossil origins and progression along the way. It was
a fit new science for a shadowy ideologue being watched by police spies
as he moved to the centre of ‘Social Father’ Robert Owen’s circle, with
its emphasis on the perfectibility of man* (see Chapter 5). All this will
help explain Saull’s ‘evolutionary’ stance in the early 1830s—and his
monkey-man, itself an outrageous provocation in a pulpit age.

Here, in the Introduction, I provide an overarching, non-chronological
exploration of the historiographical conundrums of such a strange story.

Geology, the emerging account of the sequencing of the earth’s
strata and its fossil inhabitants, was the new flirtation of the emerging

2 Taylor’s pride in the title can be seen in the police spy report, HO 40/25, f. 281 (15
Nov. 1830).

3 Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 12 (Dec. 1822): 704.

4 Theidea that, with right changed conditions—educational, religious, political—
mankind could rise to moral heights in a socialist New Jerusalem.
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British middle class through the 1830s, however troubling to the more
conservative clergy. But it needed careful patrolling. This was a seething
age of parliamentary and civic reform when young Turks “joined clubs
of all sorts, heteroclitical [deviant], political, and Geological”, as the
Herald to the Trades” Advocate had it. Following the long Tory-dominated
repression after the Napoleonic Wars, humble political activists now
refused to be dismissed as “a grumbling swinish multitude”, or to be
cowed by “the haughty, domineering lordlings”.> A burst of reformist
activism in the 1820s led to a rise in deism, unionism, and co-operation,
with screeching demands for democracy and disestablishment. This
could be well served by a new offensive science. The placarding and
posting, blasphemy dens and radical agitation, the burning of jails and
firing of the bishop’s palace in Bristol during the Reform Bill riots, made
this an age of fear for pious folk. Many believed “that ‘the masses” were
their natural enemies, and that they might have to fight ... for the safety
of their property and the honour of their sisters”.®

The threat of geology being co-opted by Satan’s agents was spelled
out by an Oxford Professor. He warned in 1834 that:

the people every where are learning, and will learn, Geology. The first
rudiments of the science bring them to successions of primaeval aeras
totally different from the six days (whether natural days or longer
periods) of the Book of Genesis. Next comes the emissary of infidelity.
He points out the contradictions: the hearers cannot deny it: therefore he
says you must reject the whole Bible and the whole of Christianity.”

There’s the nub, the great attraction to the freethinker, the deist, the
anti-clerical socialist. Geology opened up the subject of the age and
development of the Earth. A new breed of pauper ‘infidel” was being
taught to associate a literal reading of Genesis with a tithe-rich, state-
sanctioned “Priestcraft”. What better way than this new upstart science
to subvert the Anglican authority in the land?

Our entrée into this deistic netherworld is provided by one particular
courtyard, full of wine caskets and brandy crates, shire horses, and
heavy carts. It was a warehouse in one of London’s main thoroughfares,

5  Herald to the Trades Advocate (11 Dec. 1830): 187 (9 Apr. 1831): 452-53.
6  Kingsley 1910, 3; Young 1960, 24.
7  Baden Powell 1834, 18.
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Aldersgate Street, run by the wholesaler William Devonshire Saull. He
was a fascinating, enigmatic, little-known trader: a hard core ideologue
with a soft centre, an affable merchant who was deeply irreligious. Self-
taught, and sensitive about it, he saw socialist schooling for the ignored
young of the ‘industrious’ masses as a way to tackle poverty and raise
awareness of social injustice. And his museum of evolution was to be
central to this.

Saull put his money where his mouth was. As a self-made City
merchant, he used his wealth to finance the movement. In the 1820s,
he poured large sums into freethought venues, bailed prosecuted
blasphemers (blasphemy being a crime), and defrayed defence costs. A
teetotal advocate with a Robin Hood air, he plied the gentry with their
favourite tipple and funnelled the profits to the poor. There was never
any lack of seeming contradictions in his life. Come the thirties, he was
the “Utopian’® socialist Robert Owen’s financier, putting up the money
for institutes and halls of science. He was even owner of Owen’s town
house and mortgagee of Owen’s home on the experimental co-operative
estate of Harmony. Saull was a wealthy commercial gentleman who,
somewhat incongruously, bankrolled co-operative equality. Always he
was a facilitator, and there was hardly an infidel, Owenite, or radical
pump that was not primed by his cash.

The City trader became not only the banker, but, in a strangely related
way, the geologist to the cause. Most of all, Saull poured money into
his museum. This raised his fossil emporium into one of London’s top
attractions by the end of the 1830s. It was hailed in the press as among
“the most interesting and extensive geological collections” in the city,
even “the largest private Geological collection in the United Kingdom” .’
By the 1850s, it contained over 20,000 exhibits, the lot said to be worth
£2,000, equivalent to perhaps £200-300,000 today."

How this courtyard museum inside his brandy depot functioned is
the important thing. Arguably it was a ‘radical’ museum. The evidence

8  Though derided by Marx as “Utopian”, labour exchanges, mutuals, and building
societies were hardly utopian, even if Owen'’s followers did expect capitalists to
voluntarily relinquish the means of production.

9 Courier, 27 Dec. 1841, 1; Morning Post, 31 Dec. 1841; NS, 31 Oct. 1846, 3. Karkeek
1841a, 73; 1841b, 175, too, called it “the largest private collection of fossil remains
in the kingdom”.

10 UR, 15 Sept. 1847, 83; Mining Manual and Almanack for 1851, 136; Timbs 1855, 542.
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for this comes partly from its content but largely from the way it was
pressed into service. In some museums, incoming exhibits, being
serendipitously acquired, drove the exhibitions astray from their
original goals and “disciplinary norms”."! But Saull’s from first to last
was designed as an infidel Owenite cabinet. Even if the fossils were
like those found in conventional museums, he used them for socialist
educational purposes. And while some other institutions arranged their
fossils stratigraphically, Saull did likewise, but for specific ‘evolutionary’
ends.

Unlike, say, the suffrage campaigner Henry ‘Orator’ Hunt’s intended
“radical museum”">—which was to illustrate ‘loom and shuttle’ lives of
hard-done-by spinners—Saull’s took a different tack on working-class
problems. It was the connotations and context of Saull’s exhibition that
made it radical. First, as William Makepeace Thackeray’s appreciative
National Standard said, “his museum would be a sealed book to the many,
were it not for his lectures”.” The public, given free and unrestricted
access once a week, were treated to a talk in which Saull welded the
collection into an ‘evolutionary’” whole, whose progressive message
was made the legitimation of social action. Second, the content spoke
volumes. Henry Hetherington knew the best use of museums: to house
the stuffed remains of the few remaining kings (as he laughed in the
wake of the 1830 French revolution).” Hunt himself went beyond
artisan ‘manufacts’ and included memento mori of the peaceful suffrage
demonstrators killed by the Huzzars at Peterloo (or at least bits of
skull hewn out by a yeoman’s sword). But Saull went one better and
gruesomely included the radical leaders themselves. His was the stuff
of radical icons in a real, corporeal sense. It was not only a museum for
radicals, but of radicals, as we will see.

Reign of the Beast thus straddles the line between labour studies and
the history of geological culture. Thanks to studies of the ‘underclass’ in
the last few decades, we have the potential for locating Saull in a way that
previous generations found difficult. Thus, this work owes a huge debt
to those pioneering investigators of dissident street culture, particularly

11 D. Porter 2019.

12 Huish 1836, 439-40.

13 National Standard 3 (18 Jan. 1834): 44-45.
14  Republican (Hetherington), 11 June 1831, 7.
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Edward Royle’s Victorian Infidels, 1. J. Prothero’s Artisans and Politics,
and lain McCalman’s Radical Underworld on the blasphemy chapels and
pornographic dives of Grub Street. (So named because it was “famed in
former times/For half-starved poets and their doggrel [sic] rhymes”.'®)
This ill-famed London road is more than a metaphorical reference point.
Saull was financing a chapel-turned-infidel-forum on the actual Grub
Street itself in 1828. This was to go “to further lengths in the abuse of
Christianity” than any previous venue, as a police spy reported.'® A
generation of historians has built on these pioneering works, and they
give us a framework to locate Saull, even if they themselves scarcely
touch the man, except as a footnote.

Saull is equally a footnote in geological history, despite pioneering
works such as Simon Knell’s Culture of English Geology. Given Knell's
sub-title, A Science Revealed Through its Collecting, the fact that Saull only
figures tangentially in one note proves that his collecting spree is as
little known as his cabinet, even though it was the “principal museum
of geology in London”, according to the press.!” Nor, therefore, has there
been any study of the ideology behind it. This is despite the fact that
private museums and trading in natural-history artefacts have been
studied from most sides, but rarely the political.'"® Here, then, we will
see for the first time how differently structured a museum can appear
when it was designed to fit an Owenite socialist agenda.

New Sources

This fractured footnote approach in studies of radical freethinkers and
the material culture of geology adds to the difficulty of recovering the
whole man. Indeed, the two camps have mutually exclusive toe-holds
on Saull. Clearly, to break into the subject, we need new sources, in fact,
new types of sources.

We can build on the “penny trash” literature familiar to labour
historians—from Carlile’s deist-cum-atheist rags in the 1820s to Owenite
organs in the 1830s, and the plethora of illegal, unstamped weeklies,

15 Lion 2 (10 Oct. 1828): 471.

16 HO64/11, ff. 43,75, 77-78.
17 Courier, 12 Apr. 1841, 3.

18 Ville, Wright, and Philp 2020.
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heroically churned out on hand presses by sharp compositors.” But
there is an extra resource we have to examine more fully in Saull’s
case—the Home Office spy reports. These are essential, because Saull
was the kingmaker who stood behind the scenes, and only these
expose this shadowy activity. Police spies insinuated themselves into
the infidel cadres, and the infiltration was deep: one agent even became
Carlile’s wife’s confidant, allowing him to read personal letters. These
surveillance snitches were thus privy to secret meetings. Their reports,
however untrustworthy and hyperbolic, and full of garbled whispers of
blasphemies and conspiracies, provide sensitive information available
nowhere else.”

Why were spies tasked with tracking “blasphemous” outlets so
assiduously? In the 1820s, blasphemy and sedition were often seen as
two sides of the same coin. Christianity was routinely said by judges
handing down harsh sentences to be the law of the land, although atheists
in the dock disputed the legal basis for this.”! Many deists in the Carlile
camp were republicans; the King was head of the Anglican Church, so
the lot was expected to topple as one. And with the exclusive Oxford
and Cambridge seminaries catering largely to wealthy Anglicans, their
ordinands often acted with magistrate and squire as policing agents in
rural villages. These priests were paid out of state coffers, and this was
the other major gripe of ‘infidels’, indeed of Dissenters generally: the
huge sums raised in tithes and church rates to support the Anglican
establishment. With the rising radical movement and working class
warfare in the years around the Reform Bill (1832), this anti-clericalism
became associated with democratic demands, linking still more closely
blasphemy and sedition. Thus secret agents kept a close eye on the
infidels, and these Home Office reports are a vital resource.

At the other end of the press spectrum, the respectable (that is,
legally ‘stamped’ or taxed) London newspapers are equally little
tapped. This is understandable, looking at the statistics. In 1837, the
modern Babylon had fifty-one dailies. The papers catered to every party,

19 Hollis 1970; Wiener 1969.

20 Parsinnen and Prothero 1977 considered the spy reports under-used, and they
remain so today. For a cautionary note on using Home Office spy material, see E. P.
Thompson 1980, 532-38.

21  Investigator (1843): 71.
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sect, class, and trade. There were morning and evening papers, papers
published on two or three days a week, and, by 1831, nineteen ‘Sunday
Papers’ alone.” To these could be added the fifty weekly periodicals on
sale at news-stands. By the time of the first Newspaper Press Directory
in 1846, well over 120 dailies and weeklies were for sale in London.?
It was impossible in the past for historians to gain traction. But since
the newspaper digitization projects of the early 2000s, access to this
resource has become easier. It means we can not only trawl the ultra-
radical True Sun but assess the reaction from The Age, Atlas, Albion,
Argus (and that is just the As) plus a dozen others as they frightened
their gentle readers about ‘geological infidelity” and the trampling
of taboos by artisan demagogues. Now we can gauge the panoply of
perspectives. No longer are we reliant on polished publications. We
can read speeches, discussions, letters, and comments, all of which
enable us to flesh out venues, audiences, and reactions.?*

The dailies not only ensure immediacy but can provide the finer-
grained sequence of events more commonly found in social than science
history. Shorthand press reports, being the first draft of history, with their
breathless on-the-spot coverage, can reveal the nuances of the moment.
These get lost in the rose-tinted reminiscences written late in life, and in
the romantic, filial, and often bowdlerized lives and letters so beloved
of Victorians, the usual source of so much older history of science.
Moreover, the built-in biases of partisan newspapers, rather than being
a hindrance, can be a plus, helping us to understand the viewpoints of
different sections of society. Their very diversity is an asset.

This leads us to our third new resource, one sort of press publication
in particular. Satirical “mags”, by the late thirties, were a news stand
feature, putting the guffaws into working-class ‘instruction’.? Nothing

22 Penny Magazine 6 (31 Dec. 1837): 507; Political Magazine (Carpenter), Nov. 1831,
98-101.

23 Newspaper Press Directory 1847, 63-74.

24  The value of such digitization has been well demonstrated by Pietro Corsi
(2021). He has used mass scanning techniques to crack the Continental sources
of anonymous (and long-disputed) snippets discussing faunal and geological
change which appeared as cuttings in the Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal in
the later 1820s, thus locating the original contexts and cultural meanings of these
supposedly Lamarckian fragments.

25 J.F. C. Harrison 1961, 30; Maidment 2013 reappraises the visual comic caricature
of the period. "Mags” was already contemporary slang, e.g. Shepherd 1 (11 July
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escaped pastiche in the age of Punch. Later it would be Darwin who
took the brunt of it (even his Beagle voyage was lampooned?®). But
a generation earlier it was Saull who was burlesqued. The working
classes particularly came in for brutal mockery. And, since ‘evolution’
in the 1830s was a fringe obscenity promulgated by street radicals,
socialists, and medical democrats,” which risked infecting the poor,
we can appreciate why it was targeted too. Materialists were especially
susceptible to satire, which always represented the cutting edge of
conflict. The reductive power of caricature was used to laugh this
disreputable ideology out of court (and, against infidels, it was often
used in court as well). James Paradis describes it as an indispensable
strategy to censor and ridicule, to prick the vanity of overblown, self-
aggrandizing, materialist know-it-alls for their rigid and mechanical
world lacking spirit and spontaneity.?®

Satire runs close to abuse and exposes anxiety, and one sees it in
attacks on Saull. In his case, it was inevitably a skit, as incredulous critics
struggled with his “shaven ape”. He was made a laughingstock to alert
genteel readers about bestial transmutation long before Darwin was
sketched as a hairy old ape, or the Vestiges of Creation (1844) was made
the butt of jokes.” Most of the sarcasm on Saull’s monkey-origin notion
ironically came from a deviant Universalist preacher within the socialist
movement itself, Saull’s confidant, the Rev. J. E. Smith. Later, Smith took
his pastiches out to new amusement-orientated middle-class weeklies,
in particular to the Penny Satirist. The frequent foolery at the expense
of Saull’s “shaven ape” in the huge-circulation parlour publications of
1830s and 1840s brought Saull unexpectedly before a huge readership.
Such drollery, in effect, took him mainstream. These weeklies ironically
spread his name far beyond the confines of the back-street halls. Such
mockery allows marvellous scope to follow Saull’s trail from the tittering
journalism of middle-class voyeurism right through to the mass-selling
Family Herald.

1835): 366.

26 K. Anderson 2018; Browne 2001. Curtis 1997, on the development of ape satire
later in the century, with different cultural targets.

27 Desmond 1987, 1989.

28 Paradis 1997.

29 J. A. Secord 2000, 318, 456.
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If Saull’s emporium is unplumbed by historians, Saull the collector
is no better known.* Part of the reason is plain. Saull was a ‘failure’
because he had little presence in the gentlemanly journals and because
he refused to obey the norms of elite society. The older histories of
geology were compiled from these expensive journals and books, but
we now see they only provided one class perspective. And Saull was
ill-served after his death by gentlemen historians and professionalizing
scientists, who had no interest in context and took their dismissive cue
from high-brow reviews of his works. These had expressed shock at
Saull’s “peculiarities” (meaning atheistic politics). The trashing of his
reputation left an image of an ignorant dilettante. We see it in the Literary
Gazette obituary, which was perplexed by “this kind but crotchety
philosopher”. Here was “a man of excellent heart, and a great enthusiast
in his pursuits, but his knowledge was rather superficial, and his views,
in regard to politics and religion as well as science, were anything but
orthodox”.?! Kindly but bizarre were the operatives. He was recollected
as an oddball, always courteous, seemingly unruffled by the slings and
arrows of outraged critics, hurled at him because of the “peculiarity” of
his views.*”? Never were the ‘peculiarities” explained, nor the politics, for
they were too horrifying to be discussed. Saull’s embarrassing socialist
and blasphemous views were avoided, the context was stripped away
and the museum’s function was ignored in these obituaries.

The antagonistic anti-socialist, anti-infidel reviews and obituaries
set the tone for his Dictionary of National Biography entry, which
wildly missed the mark. This treated him as a “geologist” and “more
enthusiastic than learned” (that is, a failure according to late nineteenth-
century canons). In a positivist age, paying homage to professional
science while reinforcing late Victorian conformity, such unrespectables
from the radical thirties fared ill. Saull was branded a failed geologist,

30 Confusion compounds Saull’s obscurity. He is often referred to as “Saul” or
“Mr. Saul” in the press, even though he always signed himself “W. D. Saull”
and his import company was “W. D. Saull & Co.” To make matters worse, there
was an unrelated shell collector, Miss Jane Saul (1807-1895), whose name was
immortalized in G. B. Sowerby I’s designation of a Pacific conch Murex Saulii (now
Chicoreus saulii). Since Saull had bought Sowerby’s father James’ collection, all of
this makes for laborious disentangling.

31 Literary Gazette 1998 (May 1855): 284.

32 JBAA 1% ser. 12 (1856), 186-87.
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not a successful museum operator and deist, blasphemous, and socialist
facilitator.

Saull spoke for the marginalized, and was himself marginalized from
official history. Even would-be sympathizers misunderstood him. The
‘official” scientific line rubbed off on the radical Joseph McCabe, in his
biographical dictionary of freethinkers: Saull, the “Owenite Rationalist”,
was a “geologist” and “keen astronomer” (!) “though attached to
somewhat fantastic theories”.* The final indignity came at the hands of
Saull’s comrade-in-arms, that great survivor into the twentieth century,
the secularist George Jacob Holyoake. The raconteur of early co-operation
succumbed to the scientific put-down: praise for Saull’s backing of the
Harmony experiment was offset by his “enthusiasm for the suspected
science”, which he promoted “according to his knowledge”.** With
radical friends damning him with such faint praise, no wonder history
took the dim view.

If ever there was an activist who has slipped through the historical net,
itis Saull. This despite past attempts at resuscitation. Aleck Abrahams in
Notes and Queries in 1922 pointed out the total disappearance of Saull’s
museum, both from the historical record and in real terms. Saull’s
bequest of his exhibition to a working man’s institution after his death
resulted in a complete shambles and its breakup and loss.*® But nothing
came of the query. As a result, Saull’s fossil depository and its socialist
raison d’étre, his freethought financing and king-making are hardly
known, never mind their inextricable relationship.

Thus Saull remains elusive, even though in his day he was a central
figure in Robert Owen’s circle. He was no less a prominent atheist, whose
dissident activities led to public infamy. He was, after all, indicted for
blasphemy, vilified in the Times, and lampooned by satirists. Yet within
Owenite circles, he was ubiquitous in the 1830s: wherever a radical
meeting needed a Chair or Treasurer, wherever a cause needed backing,
a victim fund need financing or a radical institute funding, there he was.
Like another pilloried atheist, the wealthy wag Julian Hibbert, a friend
and fellow financier of radical causes (who became a ‘donor’ to the
museum in a more ghoulish sense), Saull was a money man.

33 McCabe 1920, 708-709.
34 Holyoake 1906, 1: 190.
35 Abrahams 1922, s12—xi: 230.
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The upshot is that the pitiably few secondary sources give little hint
of Saull’s freethought views, Owenite activity, or financing of dissident
venues, or that his science and museum catered to an angry clientele after
the disappointments following the Reform Bill. So, Reign of the Beast is
an attempt to recover the radical milieus and rehabilitate Saull by taking
him seriously. We have to ‘de-peculiarize” his science by putting it back
into context and to understand its propagation for contemporary ends.

Reconstructing his life is instructive, not merely as a pedantic exercise
in recovery, but to illustrate a specific class activity in science. Working
peoples’ voices, excluded from science and politics in their own day,
should not be silenced from histories of geology today. We need to
spotlight them, not only, as Knell has done, as collectors, swappers, rock
hunters, and fossil entrepreneurs,® but as participators in those vast
political and social movements which rocked the 1830s and 1840s.

The advantage now is that we have modern digital resources
in addition to traditional archival ones. With the scanning of more
ephemeral literature, the daily papers, radical periodicals, street tracts
and so on, a new contextual world for Saull is opening up. Indeed, a new
arena for science is coming into view, populated by an unfamiliar cast.
Given the growing availability of this esoteric literature, we can at last
make strides in reconstructing the freethinking socialist sympathetically.
We can shift the focus away from the failed ‘professional’ geologist. In
its place comes an activist who ploughed his wine profits into a didactic
museum for the masses—a facility for the propagation of a wilfully
disruptive sort of fossil geology.

So much excellent work at the moment is devoted to science at the
‘margins’ (a term which needs total deconstruction). Science was made
to fit needs, and needs varied across classes and cultures. As Prothero
puts it, “The artisans were not passive recipients of ideas; they were a
social group with certain ideals and interests according to which they
moulded the ideas they met.”* Reconstructing these unfamiliar milieus
in science is finally showing up the vacuity of an older historiography
which dismissed them and buried the clues, as not leading to “proper”
science—that is, judged by a gentlemanly yardstick. Just how much the
historical axis has shifted towards inclusivity is shown by Aileen Fyfe

36 Knell 2000.
37 Prothero 1979, 246.
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and Bernard Lightman'’s Science in the Marketplace, as well as works on
mesmerism, phrenology, electricity, and especially Anne Secord’s study
of artisan botanists clubbing together in the pub.?®

Reign of the Beast is not so much science in the pub or market, as down
the Labour Exchange—almost literally. One of the first such institutions
of its kind Saull helped to set up in 1832, a co-operative exchange bazaar
outside of the capitalist economy. The book’s target is the ideologues
here, agitators who thought science could supply republican and anti-
clerical ammunition and underscore Robert Owen’s perfectibilist and
environmentalist socialism.

This is not to suggest that all Owenites used geology or astronomy or
used them in this way. Some studiously avoided all science as politically
and socially irrelevant or considered it suspect as an avocation of the rich.
Others bought into the prevailing propaganda of its social neutrality
put out by its gentlemen practitioners. Still more retreated completely,
away from science and society. By the late 1830s, the ‘sacred socialists’
rejected the prevailing irreligious materialism of so many Owenites
like Saull. They withdrew into ‘aesthetic” institutions, where intuitive
judgement replaced science as a source of knowledge, and the new
morality of vegetarianism, teetotalism, pacifism, and celibacy became
the human-perfecting instruments.® Still more treated bourgeois
science with cynicism. An editorial inaugurating that “ferocious” illegal
rag, The Man, talked of official science being tainted by “the cankering
contamination of custom and pride”, meaning it was poisoned by
“prejudices”.* This was shown by their Whig lordships’ using science in
socially-controlling, anti-radical ways—a subject worked up by Steven
Shapin and Barry Barnes in the 1970s. An anodyne science cluttered
up many mechanics’ institutes, while innocuous articles about animals
in ‘improving’ magazines were criticized as politically-useless pap.
Working men were demanding emancipation, yet the Whig “thinks
to stop our mouths with kangaroos.”*! Not that the strange kangaroos
from the antipodes were uninteresting to mechanics,* more that they

38 A.Secord 1994, 1996; Fyfe and Lightman 2007; Winter 1998; Morus 2011.

39 Latham 1999, 20, 80, 168, 175.

40 The Man 1 (7 July 1833): 1; “ferocious”: Noel 1835, 63.

41 Shapin and Barnes 1976, 243; 1977, 55-56.

42 Topham 1992, 1998, 2005, 2009a, 2009b, 2022, provide a more sympathetic
reappraisal of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, Mechanics’
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seemed like a distraction. Owenite house organs warned against these
bourgeois-controlled institutes. They can teach you the ‘abc” of practical
science, said a Saull ally, but “only to make you better servants”.*

Totally in step, Saull denounced any schooling run by the clergy
and gentry, who simply want “to put your children in livery”.** To be
liberating, socialist science had to undermine such enslaving tactics.
In this respect, Saull’s views were typical of those of many radicals of
the time, who saw the liberation of the mind accompany a liberation of
governance. And, as a first step, new emancipatory sciences had to be
developed atstreetlevel. For Saull, the moral of the French Revolution was
that demolishing the old order without readying any replacement was
ineffective—the forces of monarchy, church, and reaction would simply
return.® Therefore new emancipationist sciences had to be developed in
advance to replace the Creationist props of the ancien régime. They had
to be fed into the educational system early, hence socialist junior schools
countrywide by the early 1840s were training youngsters in progressive
geology, or real, anti-Mosaic, earth history, as they saw it.*

This was proof, as Roger Cooter put it in The Cultural Meaning of
Popular Science, that use of science as a “powerful tool in social and
political debate ... need not necessarily have entailed endorsement
of the dominant class’s supposedly objective view of the structure of
natural reality.”¥ Saull’s certainly did not. His ‘evolutionary’ lectures
and museum promoted a different reality from the pulpit standard or
geological norm. As he said at London’s Rotunda building, just over
the Thames on the Southwark Road, in its day the premier ‘blasphemy’
outlet in the metropolis, a new sort of materialist reasoning was needed
to counteract such enslaving tactics upholding religious power, and he

Institutions, Bridgewater Treatises, and popular serials in general.

43 Crisis 2 (1 June 1833): 163; Johnson 1979, 85. This was Benjamin Warden speaking
at Owen’s institution. Warden was a master saddler in Marylebone. Warden,
raised a Tory churchman, became a Unitarian and Freethinking Christian, finally
renouncing all religion in the late 1820s. He and Saull worked in the British
Association for Promoting Co-operative Knowledge (1830), the National Union
of the Working Classes (1831), and the Labour Exchange. He was active at the
Western Co-operative Institute, Poland Street, where Saull lectured on geology.
Chase 1988, 150; Prothero 1979, 308-9, 306 n.18; Hollis 1970, 195.

44  Crisis 3 (4 Jan. 1834): 150.

45 TS, 28 Apr. 1835, 2.

46 NMW 11 (17 Sept. 1842): 99; (17 Dec. 1842): 203.

47 Cooter 1984, 203.
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declared that his science as a “force would be fatal to that of tyranny
and priestcraft. (Cheers.)”.* His comrades equally sensed a subversive
science’s effectiveness against a repressive religious authority. Listen
to George Petrie, a one-time insurrectionary and land reformer (and,
another time, would-be assassinator of the hated Duke of Wellington),*
whose contribution to Saull’s museum would take a more grizzly form.
Consult those “tutors which Nature has provided”, the intellectual
faculties, which “teach all sciences”, Petrie told his ragged readers, and
then ask “whether Religion has not in all ages, countries, and climes,
produced the most debased slaves, the most demoralized people, and
the most revolting carnage amongst mankind.”* Saull’s views precisely.

Atheism?

1830 was a pivotal time. The old onslaughts on “Kingcraft” and
“Priestcraft” were slowly giving way to attacks on capital. Saull stood
at an intersection, on the one hand slamming the old-style “tyranny
and priestcraft” with Carlile’s deists, while being about to set up the
co-operators’ Labour Exchange on the other. The exchange cut out
the capitalist. It enabled the swapping of artisan manufactures, from
bread to boots, or they could be switched for labour notes—Owenite
‘bank’ notes representing the hours of work a product entailed. The
radicals were shifting targets from the “swaggering aristocrat”, and
were beginning to form “a labor theory of value that would make
capital rather than hereditary privilege the antagonist of the “useful and
productive’ classes.”*!

The 1820s-30s was also the time at which Saull becomes historically
visible. Yet, however hazily he moved his sights from kings (under
Carlile’s influence) to capitalists (under Owen'’s), Saull saw religious
authority as a root problem in both cases. He never stopped denouncing
the Anglican undergirding of a political structure which he blamed
for legally depriving the poor of their political rights. Saull’s target

48 Isis 1 (3 Mar. 1832): 59-60.

49  Petrie [1841], 20-21; McCalman 1988, 197; Prothero 1979, 257-58, 289; Holyoake
1905, 102—05.

50 TheMan1 (4 Aug. 1833): 34.

51 Klancher 1987, 102.
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remained the legitimating sanction of the state-supported and high-
taxing Anglican authority. As he wrote (anonymously, see Appendix 2),

religion is a despotism, reigning tyrannically over the human mind,
blighting all its fair buddings, draining away or scorching up its proper
nurture, misdirecting its energies, and making of human society one
vast lazar-house, in which nothing but insanity is countenanced or
encouraged...”

Of “all the evil genius that has ever existed”, nothing was more
guaranteed “to bring about the greatest amount of human misery”.
The screaming nature of such claims show their intensity. They were
made time and again by Saull’s comrades, both radical (those who
sought enfranchisement first) and Owenite (those who looked to social
regeneration as a prerequisite).

Take theradical Henry Hetherington, a republican democrat who is so
often a counterpoint in our story. While Saull remained in the shadows,
activists like Hetherington stood in the glare. Such men, proud and
obstinate, refused to abase themselves before judges, let alone priests or
kings, for they considered fighting for democracy and disestablishment
neither immoral nor criminal. Hetherington was not at war with God (he
was a Freethinking Christian) but with tithe-grabbing priests as a ‘class’,
and the religions they peddled to retain their hegemony. Serving a term
in Clerkenwell jail for publishing his Poor Man’s Guardian, he wrote no
less hysterically in 1832 about state-endowed clergymen fogging minds
before emptying pockets. Religion was

an artful scheme of robbers and tyrants to emasculate the mind of
man—to rivet the fetters of slavery—to doom the honest and industrious
portion of the community to the inextricable thraldom of ignorance and
superstition—that they may ever remain an easy prey to their oppressors.®

Immersed in a sub-culture where such views were prevalent, Saull was
in tune in seeing his museum’s raison d’étre as liberating, in kicking away
the crutches of the Anglican regime.

52 [Saull] 1832a, 4, emphasis original here and throughout, except where noted.

53 Hetherington [1832], vi; Barker [1938], 15. Hetherington was eventually expelled
from the brotherhood of Freethinking Christians for thinking too freely. The creed
was often a halfway house for discontents on their way to deism or materialism.
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With modern secularity viewed both as the jettisoning of theology
and as “the fruit of newly-constructed self-understandings” embracing
traditional moral values,® Saull’s museum can be seen as a site that
contributed to the shaping of the new secular man. In its challenging
environment, new self-perceptions were being forged and complex
class identities being reinforced. It was one of many emergent venues
that were a seedbed for what would eventually come to be called
“secularism” by Saull’s close comrades.

But “secularism” was an endpoint in the 1850s. Saull passed
through many earlier stages of unbelief, and these showed his irreligion
progressing as the infidel milieu changed. AlthoughIhave used “atheist”
in the subtitle, the word is shorthand and contentious. Saull never called
himself an atheist. Probably, like Richard Carlile, he hated labels, and
his changing standpoint can best be judged from the context. ‘Atheist’
shouted clerical (and thus class) antagonism in a radical age. But, then,
“everything”, said E. P. Thompson, “was turned into a battleground of
class”;* to which Joss Marsh, in Word Crimes, added aptly that an atheist
was a person “who ‘ignores God, just as a rude man might ignore the
presence of his superior in rank’”.%* “Atheism” was never a stationary
concept. As radicals deployed new vectors of attack on the gentry’s sons
dumped into the priesthood, so infidel positions adapted.

This gives us our trajectory from the 1820s to the 1850s. Saull was
Richard Carlile’s patron in the 1820s as Catlile, rejecting even Tom
Paine’s arguments as too superstitious, moved from deism to atheism
(although he preferred the term “materialism”). On the last day of
1827, Saull could still write of the “goodness of the Supreme Being to
all creatures” while denying the inspiration of the Bible.” Assuming
he was not being facetious (this was a letter lambasting his vicar’s
position), he was still a deist or something more providential at this
point. And, in the later 1820s, he sponsored the astro-theological theatre
of the flamboyant dandy, the Rev. Robert Taylor, who taught that the
Bible was a story-book personification of celestial events. Saull also
financially underwrote another blasphemer, the deistical preacher, the

54 C. Taylor 2007, 22.

55 E.P. Thompson 1980, 914.
56 Marsh 1998, 21.

57 Saull 1828a, 4.
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Rev. Josiah Fitch, in the twenties. By 1830, Saull himself was a committed
materialist. London’s blasphemy venues were infiltrated by police
spies, so we have surveillance reports on Saull’s speeches. One, on 22
November 1830, relayed rather breathlessly how Saull “ascended the
pulpit” at the Optimist Chapel in Windmill Street

and began a Lecture on Superstition in which he much abused the
Ministers of all Religions and the Religions also and said he was glad to
find that knowledge and Union of the people had begun to have some
weight and pressed the Necessity of still further to unite for though slow
they were sure in the end they would put down all Superstition and
Tyranny. He also began to prove the eternal existence of all matter and
contended that Materialism was the only true Religion ...

By the 1830s, he was part of Robert Owen’s co-operative movement and
pinned his colours to its “rationalist” mast. This flew an Enlightenment
flag proclaiming the sovereignty of the “laws of nature”. Then, when a
group of self-proclaimed “atheists’-proper split from Owen around 1840,
Saull supported them. Finally, he migrated to George Jacob Holyoake’s
catch-all “secularist” camp in the early 1850s. In short, a fine study of
Saull shows him moving with the times, as so many did. However,
behind the terminological facades, he probably shifted little from his
1830 denial of spirit, soul, and Christ’s existence.”

The Missing Museum

Today’s historiography tends to favour larger metropolitan and provincial
public museums. These reflected national importance, regional assets,
and civic pride. Fewer studies target difficult niche institutions, not
least those with a radical working-class clientele, let alone tackle their
politically transformative intent.®® It is time to switch priorities from
posh to poor, however hard it might be to penetrate this neglected class
space, which left few archival traces. Saull’s “‘underworld” museum

58 HO64/11, f. 167.

59 HO 64/11, f. 205 (1830); f. 462 (26 Dec. 1831).

60 Lundgren 2013 for a later nineteenth-century example (albeit non-emancipatory)
of ambitions to transform the visitors’ self-understanding in relation to social
debates.
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of ‘evolution’®, with its artisan clientele, emancipatory ideology, and
palaeontological and pantheonic content is our entry point.

The uniqueness of Saull’s endeavour was shown in the way it bucked
trends. Generally “exhibitions rarely seek to explain their contents in
terms of a broader social and political context”,*? being somewhat static,
usually non-interactive, sometimes arranged aesthetically, and leaving
visitors to bring meaning to often ill-labelled exhibits. But Saull’'s was
completely the reverse. He was ever-present to point out why his fossils
were chosen, how they fitted together, and what perfectibilist message
they carried for the moral development of socialist man.

All of this suggests that the fossils might have been viewed
somewhat uniquely in Aldersgate Street. At least, compared to the fossil
cabinets being fitted up by dealers “in the first style of elegance” in
fashionable drawing rooms,® the exhibits served a different purpose.
Ralph O’Connor in the Earth on Show illustrates how fossils captured the
imagination in polite society, invaded expensive literature and carried

61 The words “evolve” and “evolution”, and “palaeontology”, were on the cusp of
use in the 1830s. “Palaeontology” was a neologism (Report of the Third Meeting
of the British Association for the Advancement of Science; Held in Cambridge in 1833
[1834]: 480), and, by 1837, the word was “becoming usual” (J. Phillips 1837, 1:
2). Although “evolve” generally meant a foetal unfolding, it was occasionally
extended, even in the 1830s, to cover the emergence or unfurling of species
through time. Sir Richard Phillips used it this way in a reprint republished by
Saull. He said that secondary causes “must evolve ... every thing that is possible”
to leave a gradation of species (Phillips 1832a, 52). The word could also mean
the emergence of latent capabilities. The Rev. Robert Taylor said in his (Saull-
financed) pulpit in 1827 that the “purpose of nature to evolve and bring forth the
moral capabilities of man, may be traced from the very first origination of animal
life” (Lion 4 [9 Oct. 1829]: 462). Most often it referenced moral development, as
in another Taylor sermon, when he claimed that, without struggle, the “latent
faculties and capacities would never be evolved: man would seem to be born
only to eat turtle, and to die like an alderman, choked in his own fat” (Lion 4
[6 Nov. 1829]: 607). Robert J. Richards 1992 maps the changes in meaning of
the word “evolution” onto its underlying anatomical contexts. In Phillips’s and
Saull’s use, the “multivalent discursive terrain of Romantic evolution—literary,
scientific, aesthetic, philosophical, religious” (Faflak 2017, 14)—was being pinned
down to the specific biological realm. In short, the word was transitioning to its
more modern meaning, although it had yet to denote blindness in direction, for
socialists and romantics still saw evolution in teleological terms, as aiming at
human perfection.

62 S. Macdonald 1998, 2.

63 An early advert for this service can be seen in Gardener’s Magazine 2 (May 1827):
356.
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the new ‘deep-time’ message into the heart of a pious nation.* Here
they could be displayed simply as curios, or for their beauty, to strike
awe or spark curiosity about antediluvial times. While Saull might have
used these aspects as lures, the meaning he extracted from the fossils
was much more pointed.

In another aspect, too, he saw things differently. The learned were
starting to suggest that serious museum collecting should result in
the production of new knowledge—monographs, descriptions of
new species, and specialist books.® In short, the fossils were there to
be studied scientifically. Not so for Saull, who used them to sustain a
new politics, not produce new knowledge. Anyway, despite growing
demands that museums become knowledge-producing sites, it is clear,
as Tony Bennett points out in Birth of the Museum, that they were never
just places of knowledge acquisition. They always acted to regulate
visitor conduct, marshal perceptions, reshape behaviour, and generally
act to reform manners in such a way as to obviate more external coercive
measures.®® This appreciation makes Saull’s venue, shaped by its
Owenite ideology, particularly valuable as a sphere of study today.

Saull wove the fossils into his distinct narrative about the past to
make a political point. The museum helped to empower an audience
being made conscious of its dispossessed status by new class-awakening
papers, particularly his friend Hetherington’s Poor Man's Guardian. To
this extent it served the same purpose—an assertion of power—as the
unrealized museum projects of Henry Hunt and of the Grand National
Consolidated Trades Union in 1833. They show that Saull’s was one
of a number of possible museum tacks in the 1820s and 1830s, but the
only one that took a geology-based turn. Saull’s museum pre-eminently
mated Carlilean irreligion and the social millennium. The fossil facility

64 O’Connor 2008.

65 Strasser 2012, 319.

66 T. Bennett 1995. There has been an avalanche of scholarship since the early 1990s
on museums, warranting a “Focus” section in Isis (96 [Dec. 2005]: 559-608).
Regarding natural history, many scholars have come in from the perspective of
“popular science” (and on historicizing “popular science”, see Topham 2009a,
2009b; O’Connor 2009). Audiences have been less studied in a historical context.
Few historians have focused on exhibits designed to turn visitors into activists,
despite the accounts of interactive displays, for example, Morus 1998, 2011.

67  The Pioneer; ot, Grand National Consolidated Trades’ Union Magazine 1 (2 Nov. 1833):
68.
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was to help establish a new nature-based authority for an infidel Owenite
society. Saull, in this quasi-millenarian® setting, was to show the great
unwashed how, in fact, they had been invigorated by their ‘evolutionary’
bath, and how this evolutionary ascent guaranteed their progress to the
promised land. Thus the museum exposes the use of geology in a naked
class context, where it aids political campaigns to redress grievances
and points to the inevitability of the coming Owenite man.

There are also more mundane reasons why we should be interested
in Saull’s lost museum—the number and nature of its exhibits. Let
us start with the obvious: size. It was claimed to be the largest private
geological collection in London. The press all agreed on this, from the
Chartist Northern Star to the Tory Morning Post.®® This point seemed
uncontroversial. But size would count for little if visitors found the
contents mediocre, meaning uninformative, unrelated to contemporary
interests. The venue had to be exciting, disturbing or revealing, with star
exhibits, something realized by all showmen. Studies have emphasized
how exhibitors were looking for the exotic crowd pullers.”” What drew
the public were the ancient and marvellous—and what fitted the bill in
Saull’s case were those bizarre reptiles that would figure in his friend
Gideon Mantell’s double-decker Wonders of Geology (1838).

Possibly Saull’s biggest coup was to bring in sea-rolled fossils of
giant saurians from the Isle of Wight, which Hugh Torrens believes
started arriving at the museum about 1836.”* These gigantic creatures
from the “Age of Reptiles”—as Mantell provocatively named it—were
a sensation. The fossil bones of Iguanodon could be scaled up to suggest
a living reptile seventy feet long, and the gigantic Cetiosaurus (“whale
saurian”) was even more colossal. Nothing like them had ever been

68 Rather than using the term “millennial”, I follow J. F. C. Harrison 1979 in using
“millenarian”, since it refers to the newer, plebeian, and Southcottian prophetic
tradition, which characterises some of Saull’s fellow-travellers, notably the
Rev. J. E. Smith. The term “millenarian” is also used for those infidels who
anticipated a perfected socialist man in an eventual Heaven on Earth, the socialist
New Jerusalem. Critics such as Henry Hetherington called this their “political
millennium” (PMG, 14 Jan. 1832), to distinguish it from any religious expectation
of Christ’s Second Coming.

69 NS, 31 Oct. 1846, 3; Morning Post, 31 Dec. 1841.

70 E.g. Pearce 2008; Greenwood 1996, on William Bullock, a master of exotic crowd
pullers.

71 Torrens 2014, 670.
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seen before: disarticulated legs bigger than an elephant’s, giant pelvises,
eight-inch vertebrae, and a monstrous seven-inch claw, all of which left
a huge amount to the visitors’ imagination.” By 1839, Aldersgate Street
had the greatest assemblage of Iguanodon bones from the Isle of Wight
in Britain, and each new influx of exhibits swelled the ranks of visitors.”

These shipments naturally attracted the geological gentry as well.
Saull gained personally from this. His stock rose with the museum’s
status. It provided his entrée and greased his otherwise difficult path
through learned society, just as his provincial friend Gideon Mantell used
his “Mantellian Museum” to garnish his profile as a fashionable doctor.”
Saull’s exhibits were a growing resource for desk-bound descriptive
palaeontologists. And for none was this truer than the social-climbing
young comparative anatomist, Richard Owen. Owen was the new
Hunterian Professor at the Royal College of Surgeons in 1836, a pious
man moving under wealthy patronage from anatomizing London Zoo’s
dead exotics™ to the still more esoteric fossil reptiles of Britain’s deep past.

Therefore we also should care about Saull’s museum because it was
exploited by the leading men of the day. Owen famously went on to
make the Iguanodon sacrum (fused pelvic vertebrae) in Saull’s collection
the justification for his new ‘Dinosaur’® a Brobdignagian creature
which would become so iconic to future generations. That at least one
major—and culturally crucial—taxonomic construction was based on
Saull’s specimens should underline the importance of his museum,
at least with hindsight. Furthermore, these Aldersgate Street fossils
became real bones of contention. Saull’s museum was not only a site of
political controversy, but palaeontological, as arch enemies Owen and
Mantell tussled over Saull’s prize Iguanodon sacrum, each figuring it and
producing counter-reports.”

Though the leaders in their field, Owen and Mantell were far from
the only elite visitors. Saull’s collection was acknowledged and name-
checked in the various fossil compendia and standard texts of the

72 Karkeek 1841a, 72; 1841b, 175; G. F. Richardson 1842, 402. On the scaling
procedures, see Dawson 2016, 70-72.

73 Morning Post, 31 Dec. 1841; A. Booth 1839, 121.

74  Cleevely and Chapman 1992, 309.

75 Desmond 1985a, 235-41.

76  Torrens 1997, 2014; D. R. Dean 1999, 185; Dear 1986; Desmond 1979.

77  Cadbury 2000.
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day.” It was recommended to students.” Thus it was widely known in
the geological community, and was important enough to be routinely
visited by specialists.* No less was it the stopping off point for visitors
to London. Indeed, it was graced by the gamut of non-specialists, from
foreign royals and ladies of leisure to Owenites and Chartist firebrands.

So we should care about the museum because Saull’s contemporaries
cared. Whether they loved or loathed him, they never objected to his
museum’s contents, which were usually lauded. Looking at the fossils
alone, however visualized by the proprietor, they saw nothing to
match, say, the “indecent” displays of anatomy museums,® which often
engendered disgust in a puritanical nation. The reservations were solely
about his Owenite explanations. And, because of these, the geological
gentry might have found it uncomfortable to step inside an indicted
blasphemer’s private® museum. There was also a question of who they
might meet there, the radical hot-heads who were specifically invited.
This, too, raises questions. To what extent was the museum a place of
mediation, where classes and masses, which might otherwise stand on
opposite sides of the barricades,* could meet on common rocky ground?

The reason the gentlemen were here was to examine the unique
exhibits, not least the ‘type’ specimens (the first found, named, and
described fossil for any particular species, which set the standard). The
museum was opened in 1831 after Saull bought the fossil collection
of the late Lambeth mineralogist and natural history engraver James
Sowerby. The Sowerbys have generated a huge literature—twenty
papers in the Archives of Natural History alone, including a special issue

78 Dixon 1850, 55; Morris 1854, iv; G. F. Richardson 1855, 353, 379, 392.

79 G.F. Richardson 1842, 80.

80 Those known to have visited his establishment include Richard Owen, Gideon
Mantell, Thomas Hawkins, Sir Richard Phillips, Thomas Rupert Jones (Geologist 6
[1863]: 312-13), Boucher de Perthes, and Edward Hitchcock. Identifying visitors is
a chancy business, and certainly many more came but left no trace.

81 Bates 2008.

82 Swinney 2010 on changing meanings of “private” and “public” in relation
to museums, and emerging attitudes to their access. The fast pace of early
nineteenth-century palaeontology was partly dependent on the growing network
of collectors and proliferation of private museums: M. Evans 2010; Knell 2000, 74;
M. A. Taylor 1994.

83 Richard Owen certainly stood opposite Saull’s barricade. Owen enlisted part-time
in the Honourable Artillery Company in 1834, which backed the police and militia
during the Chartist 'riots: Desmond 1989, 331-32.
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on the family.* This is understandable because the Sowerbys produced
expensive, beautifully illustrated monographs on shells, and were the
‘trade” engravers for gentlemen’s books. Their clientele was upmarket.®
Yet, not a single paper has ever been published on Sowerby’s museum
after it passed into Saull’s hands, where it functioned in a different
class context. A study of this transition to Owenite territory is thus long
overdue. The exhibits acquired by Saull were supposed to contain many
‘type’ specimens figured in Sowerby’s multi-part Mineral Conchology.
But how many Saull inherited and then opened up to plebeian gaze has
always been a matter of conjecture.”

Through his publications, Richard Owen raised the status of some
specimens, from dinosaurs to fossil whales. And Saull, through his
contact with the French (he was, after all, a wine and brandy trader, not
to mention supporter of the 1830 and 1848 revolutions), raised the profile
of other fossils. He even had one tree fern from the Oldham coal seams
christened Sigillaria Saullii after him by the great French fossil botanist
Adolphe Brongniart. Saull was hardly a prophet in his own land, and
this Parisian influence is another reason we should be interested.

The switch from Sowerby, a client of the gentry, to Saull, a patron of
co-operators, provides one starting point to explain science changing
with context. Sowerby and Saull used the same fossils in diametrically
different ways, and this reflected in their different museum approaches.

Saull’s Aldersgate Street museum was opened in the charged
atmosphere of June 1831. The Reformers, having wiped out the Tories in
the general election, were pushing the Reform Bill, which would lead to
riots and incendiarism within months when the Lords tried to block it.
As the museum was opening, the Whigs were contemplating swamping
the Lords with new peers to ram the Bill through.®® Even when passed,
the Bill failed the working classes, Saull’s target audience, resulting in

84  Archives of Natural History and its forerunner Journal of the Society for the Bibliography
of Natural History. The special issue was JSBNH 6, iss. 6 (Feb. 1974). This is not to
mention books on the Sowerbys, most recently Henderson 2015.

85 Dolan 1998.

86 Conklin 1995.

87 George Waterhouse thought a “large number”: House of Commons, Finance
Accounts 1.-VII of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Ireland, for the Financial Year
1863—4, Income and Expenditure of the British Museum, 24-6; while Anon. 1904,
322, had trouble identifying them.

88 M. Brock 1973, 234; Halévy 1950, 33-43.
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two decades of mass action. While the Bill struggled, Saull was treasurer
of the campaigning National Union of the Working Classes, collecting
funds for jailed street vendors of pauper papers, and helping plan the
Labour Exchange in the Gray’s Inn Road (see Chapter 6). Although he
supported Hetherington’s radicals, who wanted democracy first, his
base of operations would be the socialist institutions, where the onus
was on re-modelling mankind for the social millennium. Even so, his
sympathies lay with the republican deists and materialists. Whether
they were the imprisoned publisher Richard Carlile in the 1820s, whose
defence costs Saull paid, the flamboyant “Devil’s Chaplain”, the Rev.
Robert Taylor, whom Saull sponsored, or the atheists of the Oracle of
Reason jailed in the 1840s, Saull never failed in his financial duty. This was
Aldersgate Street’s wider context of resistance. The museum spanned
the rise of the socialist Halls of Science, the atheist schisms, and the
emergence of ‘secularism’ in the 1850s, flourishing until Saull’s death
in 1855, when it spectacularly vanished, just as Chartism and Owenism
had done. Saull engaged at every radical level through a quarter of a
century, and his lectures and museum artefacts, their arrangements and
meaning, reflected this context.

Looking at other museums shows how different Saull’s was. What
did working people get from fossils? One Tory in the later Museum of
Practical Geology (that solid embodiment of industrial utilitarianism)
told his fustian audience that collecting was more mercenary than
moral—collectors could make money from selling their finds. This
tacitly reduced the cliff-face poor to the status of suppliers. Sold on to
experts, fossils helped identify strata and coal or mineral seams, which
(it was left unsaid) would augment the wealth of mine barons and
investors. And arranged in museums they gave “a deeper insight into
the ... perfection of the Creator as exhibited in all his works”.* There was
often an underlying anti-radical, Christian message in such traditional
views. In the ancient seminaries, Oxford and Cambridge, liberal Tories
and Whig divines with a dual calling as “saurologists” and clergymen
came to a consensus with the metropolitan gentry on safe science and

89 Edward Forbes, in Working Man’s Friend n.s. 1 (28 Feb. 1852): 338-39; on selling
fossils, e.g., Taylor and Torrens 1986.
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ganged up to denounce the hated radicals.” They defended a descensive
spiral of power from the Godhead reinforcing much of the hierarchical
status quo, and turned fossils into a hymn to divine beneficence—coal,
for example, being providentially arranged to ready Britain for industrial
greatness.

Saull’s anti-religious views, and thus the moral he drew from fossils,
were a stark contrast. He went beyond attacking Anglican tithes and
“other compulsory payments for the alleged support of religion”; beyond
disestablishment of the Church (or stopping the “annexation of political
power to episcopal rank”); beyond criticizing plural livings and the
union of clerical and magisterial offices.” Even Dissenters would have
agreed with much of this. Saull went on to assault Christianity itself, to
slate the Bible as full of “contradictions, inconsistencies, and untruths”,
to consider all religions “nothing but insanity”, perpetrated by a priestly
caste in “the pursuit of wealth” at the expense of the industrious poor.”
“What, then, is the course we should pursue, to counteract these direful
effects?” he asked in 1833. The answer: contradict tradition, disrupt it
through guerilla tactics, expose the astrological roots of Christian myth
(a fashionable tactic in blasphemous back-street chapels), re-broadcast
the anti-gravitational astronomy of “dirty little Jacobins” from the
radical Enlightenment, use the new deep-time vistas of geology to
refute Genesis, and surreally suggest our real simian origins. As a
result, he used his fossil merchandise to conjure up disturbingly godless
evolutionary images and opened the museum not only to mechanics
but to coalmen, chimney sweeps, and charwomen, to blow away their
religious “phantasies”.”

This is the final reason why Saull’s subversive science should be
interesting. His museum was a site of political education, where geology
was a tool to sharpen working men’s ideals. It was also a site supporting
a new sort of geology, fashioned for this purpose.

90 Morrell and Thackray 1981, 2; [ Whewell] 1832, 117; descensive: Desmond 1989,
260 passim.

91 Calls made typically by the Society for the Extinction of Ecclesiastical Abuses,
which he would chair: TS, 12 Oct. 1832, 1. On the society: PMG, 13 Oct. 1832; The
British Magazine and Monthly Register of Religious and Ecclesiastical Information 2
(1832): 178-79.

92 Saull 1828a, 10; 1832a, 3—4.

93 Saull 1833a, 37; 1833b, 530.
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What were the predisposing factors that brought an Owenite
freethinker not merely to a love of fossils but to a singular understanding
of their meaning—one that led to his heretical belief in monkey
antecedents for mankind? The environmental determinism of his urban
socialist milieu, which oozed republican, anti-clerical values and merged
with democratic demands, provided a context where ‘evolutionary’
naturalism could flourish. Thus, Reign of the Beast is a contribution to
the revisionist historiography of ‘evolution’—in the sense of the self-
emergence and unaided rise of life—in the early nineteenth century. It
adds another enabling context. Our locus is outside of medical radical
circles, the other context where transformist ideas could flourish,** and
our time is long before Darwin published—Saull was dead by then.
Indeed, his museum was thriving well before the blockbuster Vestiges of
the Natural History of Creation (1844).

One can see why Saull’s museum might have been different, given
the angry agenda. And this is highlighted by a comparison to museums
at the other end of the social spectrum. Look, for example, at two fossil
fish aficionados, the Old Harrovian Lord Cole and Old Etonian Sir Philip
Egerton. They ploughed money into elegant museum edifices—Cole
converted a wing of his stately pile, Florence Court, in Fermanagh. There
was a strange cachet to such fossils for these Grand-Touring grandees,
and they were in a position to invite the Swiss Louis Agassiz—fossil fish
expert par excellence—to visit and name their specimens. As patrons, they
were taken seriously by the career geologists: their status, dedication, and
duty to the nation, their cabinets exhibiting the intricacies of God’s fishy
works, all brought preferments, political and geological.”® Their stately
homes hosted Tory ministers no less than geological gentry. High rank,
deep avocation, and deeper pockets paid dividends. Hence, these elite
museum owners are better known. Saull’s mercantile status counted for
less, liquor money without rank was uncouth. His City museum spoke
of neither career aspirations nor gentility, neither Christian humility nor
political obedience, but the opposite in each case. Given this contrary
ideology, the museum might have been expected to have had a different
reception.

94 Desmond 1989;]. A. Secord 2000.
95 H. Woodward 1908, 301; James 1986.
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In between Saull’s City museum for ragamuffins and the squires’
elegant edifice lay a whole host of private museums.” Most of these are
better known than Saull’s because they were catalogued in situ, and
their content lists were printed. Gideon Mantell, for instance, published
a self-promoting forty-four page guide to his Brighton museum.” Or
the collections were auctioned off with descriptive brochures—the one
for James Bowerbank’s Highbury museum in 1865 ran to sixty-seven
pages.”® If there was an Aldersgate street catalogue, it has yet to be
discovered, and the disastrous disposal of Saull’s museum precluded
any sales brochure. Saull’s public-spirited gesture in bequeathing the
museum to a new working man’s institution ironically resulted in
its breakup, with the riches cherry-picked and the rest hauled off in
carts—the result of ignorant managers and unscrupulous predators.
Other museums would be lost when owners or even curators® died but
rarely in such a catastrophic series of circumstances as Saull’s. With it
went all systematic knowledge of its content. As with other lost private
collections,'™ reconstructing its contents is a haphazard art. It involves
scouring radical prints, tourist guides, press notices, monographs,
museum repositories, and so on.

What was Saull’s place in the geological order? The community was
a vast assemblage, sorted by class, wealth, leisure, dedication, literacy,
and commerce, with all the tangled patronage strings characterizing
society at large. Historians have long dismissed the old ‘amateur” and
‘professional” categories back-projected onto the 1830s. There were no

96 These are becoming better known through pieces in the Geological Curator, Knell’s
Culture of Geology, and Hugh Torrens’ indefatigable unearthing. Examples include
Scarborough’s William Bean, who specialised in molluscs, corals and sponges
(McMillan and Greenwood 1972, 152-53); John Lee (1783-1866), whose museum
was in Hartwell, Buckinghamshire (Delair 1985); Gideon Mantell (1790-1852),
with a museum in Lewes, near Brighton (Cleevely and Chapman 1992); Thomas
Hawkins (1810-1899), who sold his Glastonbury collection to the British Museum
in 1835 (Carroll 2007; M. A. Taylor 1988-94, 112-14), and many more. Even in
London there were competing collections: the James Baber (1817-1887) museum
in Knightsbridge, built on oil-cloth manufacturing money (Anon. 1904, 242, 262);
the Highbury museum of James Bowerbank (1797-1877), specialising in fossil
fruits and sponges (Williams and Torrens 2016a; Robinson 2003); and that of the
Strand mineral dealer James Tennant (1808-1881) (Tennant 1858).

97 Mantell 1836.

98 Anon. 1865.

99 K. Duffy 2017.

100 E.g., Fishburn 2020.
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‘professional’ geologists at the time, no tiers of academically-trained,
examined and accredited ‘experts’, the lab-coated men who would
appear later in the century.'”! Quite the reverse, the actual professions—
church, law and medicine—appeared as suspect, Latiny closed-shops,
which circumscribed knowledge to retain their power and privilege.
“They all live upon the ignorance of the people”, was a typical radical
rant. “They therefore think, if the ‘mob’ become too intelligent on one
subject, they may grow too wise on others. Hence the ‘Holy Alliance’
amongst the professions” to keep the people subservient.!*

It is better to talk in terms of cottage-industry fossil ‘suppliers’, the
local beach-combers and flag-stone breakers, who traded their fossil
finds and esoteric lore with exhibitors, academics, and gentlemen. To
these unknowns at the source of the exchange chain, the fossils were
often merely “trade goods”.!®® The yokels would show the same sort of
deferential attitude in their dealings with gentlemen that Anne Secord
has revealed for Manchester’s artisan botanists, as they gifted specimens
to their ‘betters’ to ingratiate themselves or pique interest.'™* But these
finders invariably go uncredited, as the buyers raise the fossils’ status
by making them ‘specimens’, and investing them with a scientific
name to ratchet up their value. This is capitalist expropriation; being
re-packaged—the fossil blocks are neatly trimmed and enclosed in
mahogany cases—and publicized, the ‘specimens’ become bankable,
or, as an old Tory said: “when once an animal subject is named and
described, it becomes ... a possession for ever, and the value of every
individual specimen of it, even in a mercantile view, is enhanced.”'®
In short, bartered up the supply chain and shipped from province to
metropolis, a fossil’s intellectual and financial worth continually rises.
Thus, as a first approximation, Hugh Torrens, in his study of the famous
fossil finder Mary Anning—a Lyme Regis stall-holder of fossils—
thinks that “collectors” (like Anning) and “gatherers” (the wealthy

101 Allen 2009; Desmond 2001.

102 LI1 (June 1854): 41.

103 Lucas and Lucas 2014.

104 A. Secord 1994.

105 Zoological Journal 2 (Apr. 1825), 5. Simon Knell has begun drilling down to these
local levels to snatch away the anonymity. For a broader view of the birth of the
“specimen” in the natural history museum: Thiemeyer 2015: 401-03.
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patrons and buyers, like Saull) is a better first-order breakdown.'® In
the end, though, the squirearchy controlling the prestigious learned
bodies always got the kudos for fossil ‘discoveries’. They were the ones
authorized by the societies to produce published papers and take the
credit.

Ultra-radicals were incensed by this sort of appropriation. The
fossilists laboured, and the gentlemen capitalized. The activists were
outraged by condescending patronage relations generally, and the
poverty created by “respectable society”. The Poor Man’s Guardian railed
not only against kings, priests, and “gentlemen”—"the real ‘scum of the
earth””—but bankers and merchants, and only as a backer to the cause
did Saull evade Hetherington’s tarring brush. Plundering capitalists
grew fat as workers were reduced “to the greatest possible misery,
privation, and distress”.'” Mary Anning herself was near penury in
1836, her health “impaired from the hardships” of her lifestyle. Pressure
from the geological gentry caused the Whig ministry to stump up cash
for a £25 annuity, which ensured the survival of her fabulous fossil
supply chain. But the ultras’ evening rag, the True Sun, saw the petty
sum demean the useful labourer when gigantic pensions were lavished
on the mothers of Tory Dukes.'®

106 Torrens 1995; Taylor and Torrens 1986. Torrens has done for the fossilists, what
Anne Secord has done for the fustian botanists, opened up the province of the
lost craftsman/woman and his/her patrons. Of course, even Anning was not
at the base of the fossil chain, but required labourers to cut and transport her
bulky rocks. On transmission up the hierarchy to “second-order collectors”
and exploitation: Strasser 2012, 313-14. For a deconstruction of the derogatory
“arm-chair collector” terminology, Barton 2022. On the provenance of specimens
in supply chains: Lucas and Lucas 2014. See also Kohler 2007. On patronage in
return for gifted or cheap fossils: Spary 2000, 77; and on field collecting, Endersby
2008, 54-83. Saull clearly collected some fossils, for example, his Hertfordshire
hippopotamus molar (Mantell 1844, 2: 838-39). He also collected Eocene fossils
in Bracklesham Bay, between Selsey Bill and Chichester Harbour (Mantell 1844,
2:903). And he was a constant visitor to the Isle of Wight: JBAA 11 (1855): 66-67.
Field collecting could be essential to establishing one’s credentials, but I suspect in
Saull’s case it was desultory rather than systematic.

107 PMG, 30 July 1831.

108 Referring to the Duke of Newcastle’s mother, whom Wellington had put up for a
£1000 a year pension: TS, 3 Feb. 1836, 4; Torrens 1995, 269; Cobbett’s Weekly Political
Register 88 (4 Apr. 1835): 43. Poverty was the lot awaiting many old fossilists.
Sandy M’Callum was a case in point. He was a “clever” Silurian collector in South
Scotland who showed Sir Roderick Murchison the ropes but whose destitute wife
had to be helped out after he died suddenly, by a fund to which Saull contributed:
Literary Gazette 1984 (Jan. 1855), 49.
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Saull, then, was a buyer, collator, and exhibitor. He bought the blocks,
nodules, and slabs containing fossils rather than chiselling them out of
the rock, which brackets him incongruously with those Tory patrons
of palaeontology, Cole and Egerton. The brandy business put him on
financial par with landed wealth and enabled him to vie with rich
bidders at auctions or pay top price on site. The latter is probably how
he obtained such a selection of choice Isle of Wight saurians.

But ‘gatherers’ also fed on one another. Thus, Richard Owen,
who to my knowledge never scrambled over a rock-face in his life,
thrived on museum specimens (Saull’s included) and published on
them extensively. This served both men well and they had a complex
relationship, which probably remained icily formal. The poorer Owen’s
fast-publishing fame and elevated scientific status gave him a “Cuvierian
rank without the means of doing it justice”,'” a sentiment echoed by
fellow Tories requesting government help for him. Successfully so, for
his Church-and-Queen traditionalism led to an offer of a knighthood, a
civil list pension and trips to Buckingham Palace in short order. While
the social-climbing Owen would have execrated Saull’s blasphemous
and socialist leanings, he needed access to his museum. On the other
side, Saull, the richer merchant, had no scientific profile, so the elite
exposure served his wine-depot museum well. And since a merchant
amassing fossils risked being written off as a dilettante, no better than the
hobbyists with their crazes for aquariums or ferns,""” such imprimatur
was crucial. It could help deflect conservative criticism. And if the
museum was to be a site of political education, it was important to show
that geological giants like Richard Owen had vouched for its contents.

Lectures and Venues

Saull was never one of the Geological Society’s inner coterie of publishing
specialists.'! He remained a spare-time trader in fossil commodities. He

109 Richard Owen to C. Owen, 27 December [1841] (BL Add. MS 45,927, £. 38);
Desmond 1989, 354-55; MacLeod 1970, 47-48.

110 Allen 1996.

111 Being a wine merchant did not preclude Saull’s becoming one. Another City-based
wine-trader, Joseph Prestwich (1812-1896) in Mark Lane, a fellow business visitor
to France, showed that this was feasible. Where Saull’s spare hours were spent in
the Labour Exchange, Prestwich’s were devoted to field geology. He descended the
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collected fossil artefacts from all over Britain, blocks chiselled, sawn, and
standardized—'manufacts’ in effect. They were turned into an indoor
representation of idealized progressive nature, by placing them in a
single time-sequenced line to display life’s inexorable ascent, pregnant
with hope for the future. Most museums arranged their artefacts in a
“relational” way and aimed for representational “completedness”.!
Saull’s went further to make his museum the justification for political
action. It carried the Enlightenment implication that, whatever the
blundering, blocking, or bullying by obscurantist royals and religionists,
this inexorably-rising nature was the guarantor of the coming social
millennium. But an effort was needed to see it this way, or rather Saull’s
explanatory lecture. Without his talk, the museum to the uninitiated
stood mute and uninformative, a jumble of rocks, a “sealed book”,!3
the ‘message’ hidden. It needed Saull to open the book and read the
narrative.

Saull’s open-access Thursday lecture was one of many he gave on
Owenism, geology, and (in the 1840s, as he crossed the porous border
from deep-time geology to shallow-time archaeology) the rise of
aboriginal Britons. He joined a growing band of independent lecturers
at this time. The market for science talks was expanding in the 1830s
and creating a host of itinerant speakers to exploit the new venues."* It
was, said a magazine, “the rage of the present day to teach science to
the people”."® The political tumult pushed radical campaigners onto
the boards—committed activists giving gratis talks, with entrance fees
going to the cause, funding jailed news vendors or court defences. The
Brighton Herald noted that:

A new race of men has sprung up—full of energy, intelligence, and
perseverance. They spread themselves in every direction; treat of every

Coalbrookdale coal pits to study the strata, and gained an FGS for it in 1833 (aged
only 21), three years after Saull. Such dedication won him the Society’s Wollaston
Medal in 1849 for his work on the oldest Tertiary beds around London, despite
being in full-time business (Prestwich 1899, chs. 2-3).

112 Strasser 2012, 321.

113 National Standard 3 (18 Jan. 1834): 44-45.

114 Hays 1983; Sheets-Pyenson 1985; Fyfe and Lightman 2007; Topham 2009a. 2009b;
Huang 2016, 2017. Most of these concentrate on the entrepreneurial lecturing
trade, rather than political propagandism, and thus they scarcely tap the
underworld halls and grub-street venues.

115 Shepherd 2 (15 Feb. 1837): 33-35.
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subject ... The platform is daily becoming a formidable rival to the pulpit,
the theatre, and the concert or ball-room. These men are apostles of
popular science ... sweeping away, wholesale, bigotry and superstition,
enlarging men’s minds, and compelling them to abandon those narrow
and selfish prejudices which are the besetting sin of those who ... refuse
to take common interest in the great family of mankind.!¢

But Saull was fairly unique in blending science and politics at a deep
level: his geological lectures would end in a political harangue, and
socialist talks would wind up with the crowd being invited to the
museum.

Freethinkers called for their own social interpreters of science. The
geological knights generated enormous respect but intense frustration.
They were “party-writers”, serving their class, producing content, at once
interesting but socially worthless to the “productive” population, until
it was dismembered and repurposed. Calls were for activists to interpret
science themselves, to use geology to “contribute to the overthrow of
every thing fabulous, vicious, or unreasonable”.''” And Saull was one
of the few on the stump who could actually do this: turn geology to
advantage. He rose to the call for radical and Owenite lecturers to fulfil
social, religious, and scientific briefs.

Moreover Saull had a growing space to operate in. Not only had
infidel theatres proliferated in the later 1820s, many of which he
sponsored (see Chapters 3 and 4), but in the wake of the July Revolution
in France (1830) and reform fever in Britain, a wealth of co-operative and
radical halls sprang up (Chapter 5). These appeared in towns across the
country, but London was the epicentre: chapels were converted, halls
leased and assembly rooms were set up, thirty or more in the metropolis.
These blasphemy dives, halls of science, and mutual instruction rooms
stood outside the regular mechanics’ institutions. Some were short-
lived, a few became infamous in the bourgeois press. Since these venues
are relatively unplumbed, I have drawn up an annotated list (Appendix
4) to show their geographic spread over the capital from the late 1820s.
Usually they were set up by local cells and remained under working-
class control, rather than being founded from philanthropic or socially-
controlling motives by the clergy and gentry. They catered to deists,

116 Quoted in NMW 13 (19 Oct. 1844): 131.
117 Republican 14 (10 Nov. 1826): 561-65.



46 Reign of the Beast

freethinkers, socialists, and radicals, and the surprising fact is that Saull
is known to have financially backed or talked in at least half of them.

Because these halls sat far outside the social mainstream, they are
almost ignored in modern studies of mechanics institutions, or of
the respectable ‘lits & phils’. But then they were equally eschewed by
contemporary magazines in their listings of scientific venues.''® Even the
Penny Mechanic largely stuck with the expensive (one to two guineas per
annum) Literary and Scientific Institutions “for the people”. It rarely
sank to the cut-price end of the market, although it did list a few of the
better mutual instruction societies, including one of Saull’s favourites,
in Great Tower Street (at 1s a quarter, the cheapest on its books), which
had a radical-Owenite cast.'”

Despite this ostracism, some mechanics’ institution managers still
looked enviously at the socialist halls of science, which placed no bars
on political, religious, or economic discussion. The halls hosted lively
debates with clergymen on titillating topics such as “The Disadvantages
of Christianity”, or the “Genuineness, Authenticity, and Inspiration of the
Bible”.'*® These were real draws, yet such talks were taboo in mechanics’
institutions. Nor could they match the free-for-all discussions after
lectures, which made events spirited and participatory. This lured the
more “reflecting” artisans.”” And the convivial tea parties in socialist
halls provided the kind of community feeling missing from more formal
mechanics’ institutions.

Learning from lectures was different from solitary book reading.
Talks in social halls were entertaining and embracing—stump orators
competed in crowd-pleasing rhetoric, cheered on or hissed, questioned
and challenged. To work, talks had to be tailored to the local audience, so
context was all. The halls werelocked into local communities. As such, the
lectures more resembled parish political rallies; they were a communal
activity. Here was a more viscerally engaging way to learn of the new
science and its community meaning. Visual excitement was often a key:
hall walls were festooned with “splendid lithographic engravings”, and

118 For example, Magazine of Science, and School of Arts 1 (1839): 320.

119 PM 2 (17 Mar. 1838): 279.

120 ]. Baylee and F. Hollick 1839; NMW 11 (10 Sept. 1842): 90; both events chaired by
Saull.

121 T. Coates to H. Brougham, 27 Sept. 1839, Brougham Correspondence 95,
University College London; Coates 1841, 29.
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tables covered in showy fossils, all handleable, or phrenological busts,
or the latest electrical wizardry. And lectures often preceded soirées,
again enhancing the joyous, community aspect.'” They were cheap too,
many of Saull’s were free,'” so they competed with circulating libraries
and communal book clubs in penny-pinching terms.'** In fact a penny
bought you a night’s entertainment and, in emancipatory Owenite
circles, the wife or husband came too. Even then, any expense was made
to seem worthwhile, for it was usually announced that profits would go
to refurbishments or to bail out a celebrity activist. Saull’s lecture profits
invariably went to help jailed news vendors or finance tract distribution.'

Geo-Socialism

David Stack, in a bravura performance, has shifted the focus by
concentrating on the “knowledge Chartist” William Lovett. Stack’s
claim is for what he calls the “isomorphic connections” between Lovett’s
political and scientific interests.’ Science was not “coincidental” to
Lovett’s politics but actually helped shape his radicalism. In other words,
the self-help sciences were not bourgeois imports which diluted political
ideals, but were inextricable in their development, in Lovett's case
moulding the fabric of his National Association. This Association was
founded in 1841 to prepare the poor for their enfranchisement. Lovett’s
group set up a National Hall in Holborn (1842) for classes, lectures, and
eventually a day school. Saull was Lovett’s comrade-in-arms. Together
they had sat lectures at the London Mechanics’ Institution in the 1820s.
Then as fellow deists, radicals and co-operators they could be found in
every London political union or co-operative association at the time of

122 E.g. NMW 3 (20 May 1837): 235.

123 When the National Political Union instituted lectures in 1832 they mooted a 24
entrance fee, but Saull proposed his be free: MC, 16 Feb. 1832.

124 A. Secord 1994, 278, on the Lancashire “weaver-botanists” and their pub-based
book clubs.

125 Crisis 1 (6 Dec. 1832), 159; PMG, 24 Nov. 1832; Lancashire and Yorkshire Co-Operator
ns no. 10 (n.d. [Oct. 1832]): 23; Hollis 1970, 194-202.

126 Stack 1999, 1029.

127 Lovett 1920, 1: vi, 36. No record now exists of Lovett in the LMI Members’
Registers (1824-29) in Birkbeck College archives. Since registration was chaotic,
occurring at multiple sites—at booksellers, the Crown and Anchor tavern, the
secretary’s office, and so on, resulting in nine collecting books in total—there was
scope for confusion and loss during collation into one volume: Flexner 2014, 151.
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the Reform Bill.'”® Saull had great sympathy for Lovett’s “knowledge
Chartists”. But it is unknown whether he helped fund the Hall, although
he promised Lovett his presence at the opening.'*

Stack’s work is suggestive but can we apply it to socialist geology?
True, Saull’s palaeontological progression was modified to meet
Owenite needs, but one wonders how much it helped to re-shape
Owenite political structure. Was there a dialectical relationship? One
might have expected that an environmentally-determined rise of life
would fundamentally re-ground the conditioning on which Owenism
rested. In other words, within an ‘evolutionary’ scenario, human history
became the history of the planet; therefore Owen’s mantra, that “The
Character of Man is Formed for Him, Not by Him”—which ran on the
New Moral World masthead—could mean that geological forces must
now be considered part of his character formation.

There certainly was recognition that the “social and moral world is
subject to changes like those which geology points out in the physical
world”: both showed a progressive advance, but this only suggests a
congruence.”™ And talk of basing “our new society on everlasting first
principles, and to form society into a science in accordance with those
first principles; first principles of the truth of which there shall be no
more doubt than there is now respecting the sciences of mechanism,
chemistry, or geology”, again suggested no more than social adherence
to the scientific gold standard.”®! Arguing that “human character is a
formation, as obedient to fixed naturallaws as any thathave ever prevailed
over the formation of geological strata” is simply invoking a naturalistic
rationale.” Opponents argued that socialists demonstrated their social
truths “by means of ‘geology, chemistry, geometry, astronomy, and other
modern onomies and ologies’”,'"® but the protagonists were referring

128 The British Association for Promoting Co-operative Knowledge (1829-31),
Metropolitan Political Union (1830-31), National Union of the Working Classes
(1831-35), National Political Union (1831-34), and they sat together on many
other committees. To make a fine distinction, Lovett was a radical with Owenite
sympathies, where Saull was an Owenite with radical sympathies.

129 W. D. Saull to W. Lovett, 13 July 1842, British Library, Add. MSS., 78161 f. 162.

130 NMW 4 (16 June 1838): 268.

131 NMW 11 (9 July 1842): 9.

132 NMW 8 (29 Aug. 1840): 133.

133 NMW 7 (16 May 1840): 1205-1206; misquoting the Quarterly Review, 65 (Mar.
1840): 498, which said no such thing.
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to socialism’s infidel tendencies, using geology to deny Genesis. Many
socialists did indeed make a religion of naturalism. In the New Moral
World’s words: “As a false Geology” is “the basis of all imperfect systems
of religion; true Geology ... will form the basis or fundamental principle
of the improved religions of the Socialists”."* This looks hopeful, and
such programmatic statements inevitably suggest Saull’'s museum
outlook. His work, uniting the evolutionary past to the socialist future,
brought geology close to structurally enlarging Owenism.

Owenites certainly thought geology should be central. They talked
of the laws of science stretching to society, and on every circumstance
that goes to hone man being socialism’s purview."*> And historians have
adverted to the Owenites’ search for the causes forming man’s character
“before and from his birth”.'* Again, this largely points to Saull, given
that his lecture titles typically invoked geology’s influence in “Forming
the Character of the Future Generations of Mankind”."™® But here Saull,
the old infidel, largely seems to be arguing for the removal of religious
impediments in order that man’s character might develop its full socialist
potential.

It appears that geology was deployed mostly in propaganda,
disputation, and education as an arch-naturalistic science which
de-sanctified and re-calibrated history; it propped up Owen’s
perfectibility stance, and promised a better future. In Saull’s view,
knowledge of geology would liberate and inspire man to the socialist
heights. This was the meaning of his mid-1830s lectures “On Geology in

134 NMW 7 (6 June 1840): 1280.
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Nature had worked up to mankind, and Southwell opened his Oracle of Reason
by invoking human progenitors, who were “not exactly either monkey or man”.
In short, “man could not have been always what he now is” (OR 1 [27 Nov.
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Reference to Human Nature”,in Owen’s Institution (“Admission free”) .13
These talks, known by their titles, undoubtedly followed his line that
an expansive geology would purge those “mischievous” religious
“phantasies” which underwrote corrupt politics and corroded morals.
No religious system has produced “sound morality, social happiness,
or political elevation; on the contrary, they have all invariably tended
to uphold the powers of the ruling few, at the expense of the welfare
and happiness of the oppressed and deeply-injured many”."’ Socialist
geology remained a cleansing agent, as it had been in his earlier infidel
days, which would have a liberating effect on the human character.

This inflammatory new science of geology was one of the sensations
of the age. As such it obsessed middle-class readers as well. Ralph
O’Connor has shown how writers and poets co-opted traditional
imagery—with the new fossil giants evoking Milton’s fiends and
Swift’s Brobdingnagians—and sold otherwise unimaginable scenes
of an extinct past to genteel folk, who needed a grab-handle on this
alien science. By such “literary projection”, they dampened fears and
eased accommodation. But while the Presbyterian Review, as O’Connor
noted, saw the respectable public placated by poetic narratives of a
beguilingly exotic elsewhere, the Review did darkly comment that some
took up geology “that they may consecrate it”."** That is our infidels
and their sanctification. They, by turn, revelled in the religious backlash.
To social brethren, geology’s ground was hallowed, for providing the
deep historical contradiction of priestly phantasms in a visible, material
form. So deep were they steeped in it that some radicals even turned the
science into a career.

Two of Robert Owen’s own sons became state geologists in America
(the new mineral “Owenite” was named after one, David Dale Owen, in
1853'*). This was largely as a result of the New Harmony community on
the banks of the Wabash in Indiana, set up in the mid-1820s by Robert
Owen and the enthusiastic geologist, social reformer and Pestalozzian
educator William Maclure. David Dale made it the headquarters of the
U.S. Geological Survey in the late 1830s. Robert Owen’s youngest son

138 NMW 3 (12 Nov. 1836): 20; PM 2 (5 Aug. 1837): 8.
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Richard was, by the 1850s, a professor at Nashville University with a
geology textbook under his belt, and he was shortly to take over the
Survey and become an expert on earthquakes.'** So, it is no surprise
that critics speculated that even Robert “Owen’s religious opinions have
received ... some material modifications from the geologist”.!*

In London, the American Henry Darwin Rogers—a future geologist
of note'*—was teaching geology at Owen’s Institution in Gray’s Inn
Road over winter 1832-33. These were astonishing months: audiences
at Gray’s Inn Road could hear David Dale Owen on Chemistry, Robert
Dale Owen on Geography, Robert Owen on the social system, Saull on
geology (Tuesdays), and Rogers on geology (Thursdays).'*® Prothero
notes that these lectures were “well attended” and introduced “by
popular demand”, adding they were “enormously successful because
they avoided the mistakes of the mechanics’ institutions and were
pitched at the right level”."*¢ That they were, judging by Saull’s."” His
are the only ones we can reconstruct—but they also show something
just as important. They were couched in infidel socialist terms and were
integral to the Owenite agenda, which made them more communally
relevant. This party aspect was a crucial factor. The season’s success
meant that science lectures would become a weekly feature at Owen’s
institutions in the 1830s.

Even if we move away from London, the case for geology’s centrality
is compelling. Social missionaries up and down the country took up
geological arms just as passionately. These stump orators—and there
were many of them (listed in Appendix 5)—were literally that, not
accredited or career ‘geologists’, but political demagogues who often,
like Saull, developed a real love of the science. Saull was far from the
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only geological orator on the circuit, even if he was the principal one.
Everything was “Galileo, Geology, and Gaslights”, said the droll young
Holyoake in 1841. Punning awfully, he went on that only “fuddy-
duddies” failed to march with the age, those defunct “Saurian remains
of mankind”, priests and nobles, whom “Geologists can tell” are on
the road to extinction.'® Nor was geology limited to talks. Spectacular
fossils figured as divertissements at Owenite social festivals, while
socialist children on school outings were taken to the strata themselves
for inspiration. The Owenite Central Board advised branch lecturers to
gen up on the subject, to send back fossil and rock specimens and to set
up geology museums themselves.'*

The infidels” obsession was held with almost religious reverence—
but then, as Jim Moore once remarked, “Irreligion was never more
variously religious than in Victorian Britain.”*® However, it produced
the inevitable backlash: Saull’s nemesis, the universalist preacher J. E.
Smith, saw such “shrine”-like museums lead to an unhealthy “worship”
of fossil relics. Smith, who could never let Saull’s monkey-man drop,
equally had no truck with his acquisitiveness. Smith ranked the
geologists” “idolatry” alongside Catholic veneration of saintly remains,
and Saull’s own godless proprietorship could only have encouraged
Smith’s near accusation of ancestor-worship." Even in socialist circles
there were rumblings about this over-emphasis on geology, and
“miniature geologists [school children] lisping out something about
primary transition, secondary and tertiary!” when the educational goal
was moral and social.’® Some thought it took eyes off the political target.
Others failed to see the science’s remedial benefit in the depression.
Learn all you want of coal seams, but you will not get coal any cheaper,
sniped a social missionary one wintry February."™ The reaction, if
anything, proved the rule: deep within Owenite social seams, a stratal
layer of geology was now firmly embedded.
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Reaction, Prostitution, and Appropriation

Difficult debates among the Good and Great only made the science
more attractive to socialists. Geology had become a trigger subject
which polarized the press. Critics saw it tarnished by its trenching on
Mosaic matters, some even thought it blasphemous and imbecilic. That
it was upstart knowledge, awash in a sea of well-mannered Classicism,
was shown by the reactions: geology is “to religion what ... foppery is to
manners—silly, disgusting, and often injurious”, said one protagonist.'>*

The consensus among geologists, by the 1820s, was of a sequence
of strata laid down over aeons that housed the successive creations of
life, but it seems to have caught many unawares. Hence the anguish
among some sects about Charles Lyell’s triple-decker Principles of
Geology (1830-1833) and Oxford divine the Rev. William Buckland’s
Bridgewater Treatise on Geology and Mineralogy Considered with Reference
to Natural Theology (1836). Liberal reviews could laud the works, but
they invariably had to brush aside traditionalist worries and dismiss the
“timidity” of religioussouls who dreaded Mosesbeing “compromised.”!

The eight Bridgewater books were designed to ‘rebaptise the
sciences’, in Jonathan Topham’s memorable phrase, to mollify pious
folk unsettled by the upstart sciences, strengthen faith, and prove God’s
plan. To show the providence of the existing social order had been the
original intent of the louche Earl of Bridgewater, who bequeathed the
cash to set up the series—that and suppressing the atheistic fallout
from the French Revolution.” The sums were huge, £1,000 a book,
the money being parcelled out by the President of the Royal Society,
the Archbishop of Canterbury, and Bishop of London, which led one
pundit in the Mechanics’ Magazine to slate the lot as an “expensive
hoax”."” Given the political climate, conspiracy theories were rampant.
The Owenite Star in the East even thought Buckland had suppressed his
“sublime discoveries” of ancient life for years so as not to offend his
patrons.'® Letter wars flared up. Consider the infamous slanging match
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in the Times as late as 1845. Outraged correspondents thundered that
Buckland’s “disgusting nonsense” of yawning aeons spawning nothing
but “Crocodiles and lizards!”, uttered “without blush or shame”, would
yield poisonous atheistic fruits, not least a blasphemous belief in the
natural ascent of life.™™ In reply, commentators laughed that Latiny letter
writers even found “infidelity hiding in the mineral cases of the British
Museum”.'® But the real fear for many was that some clever Voltaire
would seize on these wrecked worlds to “spread evil”.'!

The infidel Owenites did nothing to assuage these fears. References to
Buckland and Lyell pop up in their prints. The books were tooth-combed
and cannibalized, regurgitated in epithets and snippets, or spewed out
wholesale to prove the earth’s antiquity and the unaided rise of life.
Liberal littérateurs and co-operators alike were awed by the “grandeur”
of Buckland’s vision—his “vista of illimitable extension, filled with the
multiplied consummations and colossal broods”. But they baulked at
the “theological requisitions, sophisms, and prevarications necessarily
induced by the ‘terms’ of the Bridgewater Treatises”.'®*

In his study of Bridgewater readers, Topham has shown Buckland
walking a tightrope. The Oxford don and Canon of Christ Church
(“£1000 per an.™ & no residence or duty required”’®®*) was talking
in his Geology and Mineralogy to an array of savvy, respectable, and
religious audiences,'** never to socialists. Yet they were talking back,
and prostituting his sanctioned science in ways that would have
appalled him.

Cambridgeshire. In 1845, Hill bought the New Moral World (Holyoake 1906, 1:
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The Oxford-educated Whig Charles Lyell in Principles of Geology
targeted a similar well-heeled audience. Lyell’s expensive volumes oozed
authorial gentility, just as Lyell himself oozed intellectual hauteur. He
cultivated an apolitical air so as not to offend Tory reviews, arguing that
the earth had been sculpted by a continuous stream of causes, no more
violent in the past than they are now. There had been no catastrophic
revolutions in nature. Lyell was urging what Secord calls a sort of slow
“perceptual reform”, non-violent, liberal. Lyell’s aim was to raise the
science above the sordid collecting, curating, and mapping level. But he
sidestepped scripture, and in a “parson-ridden” age (Lyell’s words'®),
this could smack of unrestrained naturalism. Worse, it could be seen
as a snub to Moses. So Lyell, desperate not to offend his hail-fellow-
well-met confréres, went to lengths to show the safety of his geology.
He implied that this string of causation did not extend to animals and
plants. To prove his point, he ratcheted up his attacks on the recently-
deceased Parisian transmutationist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. Lamarck
was truly loathed, not least for his poisonous Jacobin philosophy which
was thought to lie behind France’s revolutions. The July 1830 outbreak
in Paris only reinforced the disgust. In 1831, one evangelical Old Etonian
at the British Museum railed

against the abominable trash vomited forth by Lamarck and his
disciples, who have rashly, and almost blasphemously, imputed a period
of comparative imbecility to Omnipotence, when they babbled out their
puerile conditions about a progression in nature.'%

It was those modern disciples Lyell had to watch out for,'” but instead
he chose a softer target: Lamarck’s near quarter-century-old musings
on apes standing erect to be counted human. Lyell judiciously padded
out his polemic, warning against accepting orangs as ancestors “with
foreheads villanous [sic] low,”'% so much so that his diatribe ended up
as an entire volume of Principles. Lyell had a deep, aesthetic revulsion
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at the bestialization implied by ‘evolution’,'* but in so belabouring his
attacks he massively raised Lamarck’s profile.

Lyell’s exegesis was a gift to the infidel socialists. Within weeks of this
volume reaching the shops, the radicals” own “bricks and bludgeons”
organ, the True Sun, dragooned “Monsieur Lamarck” into its pastiche. It
turned to terrible doggerel, spoofing the evolution of lords and ladies:

For what were Lords invented? Do you think
That Nature made them for no other uses

Than just to talk about “destruction’s brink,”
To plead for tithes, and to resist abuses?

Oh! good Lamarck! how habit changes men!

How many plund’rers are there (we could score them)
That ne’er had stolen, ne’er would steal again;

But that their fathers had been rogues before them!'”

The truckling geological gentry had long been upbraided in deist

i

circles for their “false reasoning” “palmed [off], not only on the minds
of the illiterate and the vulgar, but also on the ... better informed.”'”!
Now Lyell and his cronies were to be unceremoniously stood on their
heads in Saull’s museum lectures,'”? just as Saull’s own monkey-man
was making a debut.

The point is this: historians are starting to re-balance authors and
readers, museums and museum-goers. If we want the view from
below, we have to look beyond high-brow writers, whose works
reinforced the cultural hegemony; beyond the Bucklands and Lyells,
said the co-operators, who sought the “perversion of science” in order
“to accumulate power and wealth in the hands of a few”, instead of
spreading its materialist “blessings” to the many.'”” These audiences are
crying out for study. We need to probe their back-street halls, which
stood far from Oxford’s spires.

Hardly any attention has been paid to these subversive social
groups, who scoured expensive geology books for their own
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diametrically-opposed ends. They exacerbated the fault lines exposed
by Lyell’s and Buckland’s books, glorying in the scripturalist discomfort.
The result was that ‘socialism and geology’ were linked in many religious
minds. ‘Geological infidelity’ became buzzwords. That giant 1s Sunday
paper, the Atlas, advised the clergy to mug up on the upstart science
“to guard it from this perversion”."”* Church of England primers were
bolstered with geological rebuttals to arm ordinands.'” Itinerant anti-
socialist disputants took to the rounds to deny that fossils proved that
creatures had “died before the creation of man”, because God would
not “have peopled this beautiful world with a race of beings who could
neither return thanks for their blessings, nor who even knew the hand
that made them.”'”

This riveting of socialist scepticism and geological chicanery
explains the epigraph at the head of the chapter. In 1840 the editor of the
Church of England Magazine (one of the largest circulation weeklies'””)
came away dispirited from a Saull Sunday lecture at London’s socialist
headquarters. Progression and the socialist Promised Land would have
been Saull’s theme. If true to form, he had illustrated it by monstrous
Iguanodon bones from the museum to illustrate Britain’s steamy Age
of Reptiles. Outrageously, at its culmination, he would have mooted
mankind’s monkey forbears and rise from aboriginal savagery. It
was too much for the editor. Such devilish events left him claiming
that all attempts by socialists to “desecrate the sabbath and outrage
revelation” started off like this. It was an overstatement, but it shows
how inextricable the linkage between infidel socialism and geology
now appeared to their enemies.
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2. Introducing Saull

There are too few such men as Mr. Saull; men of great respectability, who
are not content with holding Free-thought views, but lose no opportunity
of avowing them, and impressing their importance upon their fellow-
citizens ... His life affords fine example of public usefulness among a
class most needing it—the middle and commercial. Rising above the
sordid associations a competitive system is calculated to develope, he
had an hour to spare for the instruction of the people, a purse ready to
assist their cause, and a voice prompt to defend it.
Atheist agitator Robert Cooper in
The London Investigator (1855).!

Respectability was a question of perspective. To the young firebrand
Robert Cooper, the old lag Saull was wealthy and friendly, with a paternal
attitude towards Cooper’s atheistic London Investigator, which he helped
distribute. Cooper never witnessed the younger Saull being dragged
through the courts on blasphemy charges for supporting the Rev. Robert
Taylor and his burlesque on Christianity. In the Reform Bill years—
the early 1830s—respectability was far from a Times correspondent’s
mind as he damned Saull. Here, he was castigated as a rough trader,
a “spirit-merchant in Aldersgate-street” who lectures to “mechanics at
the Philadelphian-chapel” (a radical-blasphemous venue near Finsbury
Square); “he assumes to be a great geologist” but “he is a very weak and
conceited person,—a disciple of Mr. Owen”.? That said it all. A mix of
trade, blasphemy, and socialism spoke volumes to the Times” one and a
half million buyers. Even then, Saull’s appearing to onlookers as a mere
“disciple” of infidels and co-operators was a pale shadow of the truth,
as the Home Office knew from the tabs it was keeping on him.

1 LI2 (June 1855): 46.
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©2024 Adrian Desmond, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0393.02


https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0393.02

60 Reign of the Beast

Next to nothing is known of Saull’s personal life. Here we can
only offer a series of glimpses through the political mist. Missing
are almost all of the personal details. We do not even know what he
looked like (there was a bust, an indication not least of his wealth, but
it has vanished?®). Equally obscure are his Northampton origins, and his
relatives in that town. We know that one nephew there was a publican,
suggesting that younger family members were in the trade. They also
had freethinking leanings, and this nephew, John Saull, landlord of the
“Admiral Rodney” pub near Northampton, refused to be intimidated by
threats from civic leaders—the Anglican squirearchy was powerful in
the provinces—and let his hall out to visiting freethinkers.* Press reports
show another relative still fighting for universal suffrage after Saull’s
death.® That is pretty much the only political baseline we have, but it
does suggest a freethinking radical family milieu.

William Devonshire himself was a generation older than young
insurgent Cooper. When Saull arrived in London we do not know. Nor
is his education documented, but it must have been minimal. Many
ultra-radicals and soap-box co-operators were autodidacts, and he, too,
appears to have been self-taught. Indeed, in a speech on Robert Owen’s
sixty-ninth birthday, he claimed that this was “the best education”
available, being honed for purpose.® Still, he remained sensitive on the
subject. Anecdotal (and undoubtedly apocryphal) evidence had him
merely a “carman to a spirit dealer” at thirty, that is, in 1813, “barely
able to do more than decipher the various addresses on the barrels”.”
This is extremely doubtful, for his younger brother Thomas, his partner
in the wine trade, was obviously quite literate, judging by the 1813
ledgers and letters at Guildhall Library.® Moreover, their business,
Saull & Saddington, “Wine and Brandy Merchts. 19 Aldersgate St”,
was already established by 1810, when Saull was 27, according to the
Post Office Directory. Yet there is no doubt that he was self-made. Indeed
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obituarists put down his lifelong interest in working-class education to
the “defects” in his own.’

This in some part explains his strong support for Owenite 'rational’
schooling. Not that such an emphasis on youth training was as obvious
as it seems today. That doyen of labouring self-sufficiency William
Cobbett, by contrast, was opposed to mentally restraining children.
Education (“Heddekashun” as he laughed it off in his yokel-mimicking
way) could thus be dangerous, and he also liked to cite examples of
uneducated boys who later achieved brilliance.” But Saull was soundly
Owenite in his support for schooling beyond the clutches of clergy and
gentry. He helped set up the “Rational School” in Owen’s Institution of
the Industrious Classes in Charlotte Street, London, in 1833. Chairing a
patrons’ meeting, he explained that

you must not look to the gentry to commence a school on liberal
principles, for if they did, the first thing they would do would be to put
your children in livery, train them to be servants, to wait on them behind
their carriages.

Having little schooling himself, “he would be always ready to assist
[socialist training like this], as he was deeply interested in the education
of youth; inasmuch, as he intends to leave his valuable museum for the
purpose of education.”" So, almost from the foundation of his museum,
Saull was planning to bequeath it for Owenite educational purposes.
The cultural shaping of the young mind, as one believer put it,
was like the geological sculpting of the landscape, and however
questionable geology’s role in the shaping of humanity, there was no
doubt that, for socialists, geology was to be one of the fundamental
axioms of this rational schooling.'? That is how Saull saw it, as integral
to a wider rational education—an education that had to be rigorous,
comprehensive, and scientific to be effective.”® Geology was taught in
the first co-operative school, set up at Salford in 1832, a democratic
institution eschewing Owen’s patriarchal approach, where the teachers
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were working men and the students had a say in its running. The school
had a mineralogical museum at the outset.* By 1840, geology was part
of even elementary instruction at the Owenites” Institution in London,
while rational day-school boys were set exams in the subject all over the
country.’

Saull’s Owenite philanthropy and geological acquisitions depended
on his business booming. And it did. He already had a wine and brandy
warehouse at 19 Aldersgate Street by 1810." In 1831, he moved the
company to larger premises at No 15, a corner site a stone’s throw away.
This complex, with its bow-fronted shop, warehousing, stabling, and
apartments, would be his home for life. Its large size, affirmed by £200
per annum rent, meant it could accommodate both his wine storehouse
and museum."” Probably it was no coincidence that he bought out James
Sowerby’s fossil museum—making it the nucleus of his own—at this
moment. We can assume that the new depot was actually acquired
to accommodate the collection. Given that his entire business was
re-located evidently to house the huge museum, his commitment was
palpable.

Judging by his frequent trips across the Channel (on occasion
accompanying Robert Owen to Paris), he specialized in French wines.
Because high tariffs meant that only the finer wines were imported, we
can be sure that “W. D. Saull & Co.” was catering to the ‘easy classes’.
Charles Ludington, in The Politics of Wine, actually calls wine the
demarcator of classes: favoured by the court and Church, it symbolized
political power and social distinctiveness. And wine tastes reflected
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also NMW 4 (6 Jan. 1838): 82; 12 (22 July 1843): 32; Student in Realities [nd], Part
1: 254-55 on education beginning with the history of the earth; Union 1 (1 Dec
1842) 361-72.

16 “Saull and Saddington” traded until 1822, after which the company became “W. D.
Saull & Co.” and included at some point Thomas Saull and John Castle. The Castle
partnership was dissolved in 1835, leaving the two Saull brothers: London Gazette
17857 (1 Oct. 1822): 1606; 19240 (13 Feb. 1835): 268.

17 House of Commons Parliamentary Papers, 19 pt. 1, 1840, Coms. of Inquiry into
Charities in England and Wales: Thirty-second Report, Part VI. (City of London;
General Charities, Essex), 20. He bought the property from a bankrupt leather
cutter: Perry’s Bankrupt and Insolvent Gazette 6 (1 Jan. 1831). Saull also owned a
counting house with large wine cellarage in Burton Crescent, close to the house he
let to Robert Owen: MC, 3 Oct. 1848, 1.
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changing social mores. The port-swilling inebriety of the late Georgian
age of aggressive masculinity was giving way to sherry sipping and
more mannered ideals in the 1820s."® But even if Saull was now plying
the pious, he was still doing a roaring trade. He seems to have been
an astute manager, but tariffs also explain why business was booming.
Wine duties were halved in 1825, after which French wine sales doubled
or tripled. Then, in 1831, the tariffs were levelled, bringing French wines
down on a par with the Portuguese and making them still more attractive.
Foreign spirits were holding their own, despite swingeing government
duties after the Napoleonic wars (a protectionist tax to favour British
farmers and home-grown corn-spirit consumption).” By 1832, London,
the sprawling, “monstrous smoke-hole” of a city, crammed with one
and a half million residents, was consuming 10,000 gallons of spirits
annually, and seven million gallons of wine.” Then a duty reduction
in 1846 led to a fifty per cent rise in consumption over the following
years.?! All of this helps explain Saull’s soaring profits. And the firm
remained a success while Saull lived, but it crumbled into bankruptcy
quickly after his death,” suggesting that he was the driving force. As a
result, from the 1820s to the 1840s, he was comfortable enough to sink
untold thousands into infidel chapels, Owenite halls, and court costs
for prosecuted activists. He could shell out yearly subscriptions to
numerous learned societies and think nothing of competing with the
great institutions by bidding £40 (£3,500 in today’s money) for a fossil.
Aldersgate Street was a well-known thoroughfare. It was home to the
City of London Institution, with its newly inaugurated theatre in 1828.2
This catered particularly to the sons of wealthy professionals. Up the
street was the General Dispensary, an out-patient medical facility for the

18 Ludington 2013.

19 G.R. Porter 1843, 57-64; B. Harrison 1994, 65, on the massive rise in wine and sprit
consumption in the 1820s and 1830s.

20  Cosmopolite, 19 May 1832, in HO 64/18, . 657; W. A. Smith 1892, 89; Lady’s
Magazine and Museum 3 (Dec. 1833): 350.

21 G.R. Porter 1851, 559. Not only were Saull’s relatives in the pub trade, but he
himself can be located in the wider victualling business; he acted, for example,
as an executor for London publicans: County Herald and Weekly Advertiser, 20 June
1835, 1.

22 It went bankrupt a year after his death: The Law Journal Reports, 1856, 53.

23  Denman 1828.
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poor, to which Saull subscribed.* But its distinguishing landmark after
1829 was the General Post Office, London’s new “pride and wonder”
with its fifty-foot-ceilinged great hall supported by six Ionic columns.
It gave the museum its instantly identifiable location, “a minute’s walk
from the General Post Office”.

Saull’s house lay in one of the two parishes of Aldersgate ward,
themselves marked by two ancient churches. The vicar of Saull’s parish,
St Botolph Without Aldersgate, clearly had issues with his recalcitrant
parishioner, for he gave him Bishop Watson’s Apology for the Bible (which
had been written in reply to Tom Paine) in the hope that he would see
the light. His Reverence must have been deflated to hear Watson slated
as “deficient in reasoning” in Saull’s privately-printed response. And
the Bible itself Saull found wanting in the face of the latest “Astronomy,
Geology, Geography, Ancient History”.* Saull was never a profound
thinker; he had none of the scurrilous Richard Carlile’s deistical acumen
(see Chapter 3), or the Rev. Robert Taylor’s theatrical flourish (Chapter
4), nor the atheist compositor William Chilton’s zoological stamina
(Chapter 18), and certainly not the aggressive philosophical gall of
the “Jew Book”-hater Charles Southwell (Chapter 18). Rather, Saull
was an active, hurried business man with a freethinking passion and
a long purse, ready for any infidel-Owenite eventuality. But he did
share the others” Enlightenment belief in the omnipotence of science,
and faith that science, rightly understood, could solve human problems.
He naively echoed Richard Carlile’s call in Address to Men of Science
(1821) for the scientific clerisy to come clean about the anti-Christian
implications of geology and astronomy. He demanded, in effect, that

24 Aldersgate’s was the founding dispensary and a blueprint for others (Loudon

1981, 323). Dispensaries were financed by voluntary contributions and unique in
that the doctors (including George Birkbeck, whom Saull would come to know
well) would visit the poor at home. In 1845, the General Dispensary treated over
ten thousand patients, including almost two thousand at home (Daily News, 30
Apr. 1846, 1). Saull attended yearly functions (e.g. Times, 12 May 1841, 2; Daily
News, 30 Apr. 1846; MC, 11 May 1846, 1; 19 Oct. 1848, 7) and left the dispensary
a bequest in his will. Ward meetings sometimes took place in the Dispensary
theatre, so Saull might equally be found here on civic business (Morning Post,
22 Dec. 1832; Examiner, 29 Mar. 1845). Saull also subscribed to the Sanatorium
founded in New Road for the middle classes: MC, 26 Mar. 1840; and he supported
individual distressed medical men: NMW 12 (6 Jan. 1844): 224.

25 Reasoner 1 (6 Aug. 1846): 159; NS, 31 Oct. 1846, 3; Cruchley 1831, 43-44.

26 Saull 1828a.
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they abandon their social base and act as fifth-columnists—impossible
for the gentlemen of science because the Christian thread was woven
so tightly into the social fabric that to unpick it would cause the whole
cloth to shred. Saull demanded that materialist science lay its imperial
claim to the realm of theology, believing, like all radical Enlightenment
activists, that this would have profound social benefits. It was all neatly
encapsulated in a book dedication to Saull by the Hackney Baptist and
Bunyan expert George Offor, who saw Saull’s work

to draw mankind from the mad pursuit of phantoms, calculated only to
injure or destroy human happiness, and to fix the mind upon realities
most deeply interesting and valuable—to trace nature in her progressive
developments from chaos towards perfection; these are researches
calculated to check our baser, and elevate our nobler passions ...”

If infidelity marked Saull out in the parish, so did his politics, with the
press pegging him as an extreme “Radical of the ward”.”® The London
vestries had themselves become increasingly radical. Because they had
many more skilled artisans on the electoral rolls, who allied themselves
with the lower middle classes in their shared mistrust of “central
authority”, they were democratic hotbeds.” But Saull went further, and
could even cause a public furore, most notably during a local Aldersgate
election when he twitted the monarch over the fate of Charles 1.* Being
a republican, he also questioned the use of City of London funds for
the King’s domestic servants.*’ He would address wardmotes (meetings
of merchants and citizens, chaired by the ward’s alderman), urging
municipal reform and support for the City’s reform MPs.*> And as a
merchant, and thus an elector of delegates to the Common Council
(which governed the City, with the Mayor and aldermen), he backed
radicals who would push for “triennial Parliaments, universal suffrage,
and vote by ballot”.® Lobbying the Mayor with such ultra-radical
demands prompted still more outraged letters to the Times, proving

27  Offor 1846, dedication, iii—iv.

28  Baldwin’s London Weekly Journal, 24 Dec. 1836, 4.

29  Green 2010, 82-93. The exclusion of the vestries from the gagging Seditious
Meetings Act of 1795 meant that radical expression could flourish here.

30 MC, 25 Dec. 1834; Times, 25 Dec. 1834, 2.

31 Baldwin’s London Weekly Journal, 24 Dec. 1836, 4.

32 MOC, 31 Dec. 1834; TS, 31 Dec. 1834, 2.

33 TS, 23 Dec. 1834, 8; 22 Dec. 1835, 8; MC, 23 Dec. 1834.
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that Saull was actually far from inconspicuous.** Like many ultras
and infidels, he saw both sides of the dock. When he was indicted for
funding the Rev. Robert Taylor’s blasphemous pulpit in 1828 (Chapter
4), it was the Court of Common Council in the City that he petitioned
against the charge.®

Saull escaped prosecution, and such was the febrile political
atmosphere in the Reform Bill years that the episode did not harm his
City prospects. Many City aldermen were themselves reformers. As a
wealthy merchant he was acceptable as an auditor of the City accounts
only four years later, in 1832, a position he held through the decade.*
With such visible bona fides, he was the obvious choice to audit, collect
subscriptions, and act as banker to many of the radical and Owenite
ventures. A City role was a guarantor of trustworthiness. Merchants
were men “possessing public confidence”, as important for committees
collecting for Chartist widows as for the Guildhall.*” Such credentials
were even essential, given the horror stories of treasurers absconding
with co-operators’ savings or strike funds.*® Wealth also allowed him to
extend his financial dealings to deeds and promissory notes—Holyoake
actually said he dealt in “bills and wine”, reversing the priorities.*® He
even owned the deeds to Robert Owen’s houses. Thus Saull became one
of wealthiest Owenite backers, and he accepted whole-heartedly the
socialist ideology: despite his huge business interests, he understood
the need for individual regeneration, a non-capitalist labour exchange
system, perhaps eventually the commonalty of property (see Chapter
6). He even went beyond Owen to demand a radical levelling via
universal suffrage.

34  Times, 23 Jan. 1833, 2; TS, 17 Jan. 1833, 3.

35 Trades Free Press, 19 Jan. 1828, 206; Times, 18 Jan. 1828, 2.

36  Courier, 26 June 1832, 3; Atlas, 1 July 1832, 421; TS, 28 June 1834, 3; Royal Kalendar,
1838, 297.

37 NS, 27 Oct. 1849.

38 Chase 1988, 152; Chase 2000, 142; Goodway 1982, 47, 192; Rule 1986, 298, 319; G.
Anderson 1976, 39.

39 Holyoake 1892, 2: 69. This is possibly an insider joke. ‘Bills” were also the
contemporary term for indictments, such as those handed to Carlile and Taylor,
and on receiving one they would “immediately set about getting Bail”, ‘Bail” in
this instance meaning the person who puts up the surety, and that was often Saull:
e.g. HO 64/11, f. 200.
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Actually, Saull’s grand-sounding title, ‘merchant’, has to be treated
cautiously, given that he was an uneducated self-made trader risen
from humble origins. Although ‘working class” and ‘not of the working
class’” were the standard categorizations of the day, for example on
committees at the London Mechanics’ Institution, there was some
fluidity, as individuals slipped effortlessly between categories,* and
there was often mutual sympathy, especially before the Reform Bill.
Before 1832, Gareth Stedman Jones reminds us, the class division was
not “between employer and employed”, but “between the represented
and the unrepresented”.*! A tradesman was not as distinct as he might
seem. Nor was Saull’s position unique in combining commerce and
radicalism. The wealthy George Rogers—a St Giles’ tobacco and snuff
manufacturer—did so too. He was another City parish reformer and
radical benefactor, who joined Saull in the political unions; the two, for
example, could be found co-operating to rescue the ailing radical paper,
the True Sun,* or to pay off fines for indicted campaigners. As a result,
Rogers was another slated by the Tory press as a politically suspect
“low tradesman”.® It was a time when these marginal mercantile men
in a Church-and-Crown dominated society were flexing their muscles,
as Steven Shapin has shown: they were changing the “boundaries
of participation in science”, deploying self-help phrenologies and
anatomies to further their civic grip,* and now geology was equally
being pressed into service.

Rogers became a Chartist, a physical-force one at that, and was a
London delegate to the Chartist Convention. But Saull was never one for
storming the citadel, nor was he a tub-thumper like Henry Hetherington,
or quick with the repartee like Holyoake. Quite the reverse, Saull’s were

40 Flexner 2014, 14, chap. 6.

41 G.S. Jones 1983, 106.

42 TS,16 Oct. 1832, 1; 25 Oct. 1832, 1; HO 64/18, f. 702. Prothero 1979, 276, 311.
George Rogers sat with Saull on the Metropolitan Political Union and National
Political Union (NPU), and they worked on the condemned insurrectionary John
Frost’s defence fund (CPG, 21 Dec. 1839, 2). Rogers became the radical Thomas
Wakley’s election agent, running his 1835 parliamentary campaign in the new
Finsbury constituency (Sprigge 1897, 239-52; Weinstein 2011, 50).

43 The Age, 28 Aug. 1842, 4.

44 Shapin 1983; Desmond 1989, ch. 4, on the sons-of-trade trained in London’s back
street medical schools adopting subversive approaches to science.
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described as long-winded, “rigmarole” speeches, at least by opponents.*®
Perhaps that befitted the stolid, affable bank-manager of rational causes;
certainly, it seemed proper for the dependable chairperson of radical
committees. Always his cash dispersals showed his deep sympathy
for the oppressed. This was illustrated by his first name-check in the
newspapers: a guinea donated in 1825 to the cause of the Spanish and
Italian refugees, who had fled persecution after failed rebellions and
were exiled in poverty in Islington and Somers Town.* And nowhere
was this sympathy more evident than in his role in the campaign to
repatriate the transported Tolpuddle Martyrs.

While Saull’s trading associations might have been detrimental in the
eyes of elite geologists, there is no telling whether his fossil obsession,
bizarre to some, was damaging to his business. It was, evidently, for
another City merchant in the liquor trade, the Bishopsgate distiller
James Bowerbank, whose collection, despite its emphasis on fossil fruits
and seeds, rivalled Saull’s own. It was said that Bowerbank’s Highgate
museum was amassed at a time when such a pursuit “was rather an
opprobrium than a merit in a young commercial man”.# On the other
hand, a large museum could advance a merchant’s reputation in learned
society. Saull’s wealth bought him rare fossils and, with them, access to
geological high culture, including entrée to the geologist Charles Lyell’s
soirées.*®* Although uneducated, Saull was soon putting F.G.S (Fellow
of the Geological Society), F.A.S (Fellow of the Astronomical Society),
and F.S.A (Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries) after his name, while
bandying around the Linnean binomials of ancient saurians and
discussing runic inscriptions with the best of them.

It helped that Saull was clubbable, affable, and, as an Owenite,
punctiliously moral (as he saw it), all of which gave the lie to the
religious adage that materialists were evil people. So pervasive was this
defamation that atheists constantly found it necessary to protest the

45  Morning Post, 17 Apr. 1838. Still, he could seem quite “affected”, especially when
eulogising Robert Owen: Weekly Tribune, 18 May 1850, 6.

46  Courier, 9 Feb. 1825, 1; New Times, 9 Feb. 1825, 1. J. White 2007, 14041 on the
refugees. But theirs was a cause célébre, as likely to attract genteel ladies (Morgan
1862, 2: 147-48; Litchfield 1915, 1: 196) as sympathisers of the Carbonari
revolutionaries.

47 Reeve 1863-64, 2: 133.

48 Morrell 2005, 137.
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calumny. The Christian Times saw only “vice, and ignorance, and crime”
accompany the “progress and power of infidel opinions”. According to
the Patriot, socialism was a malignant depravity and, for the Christian
Beacon, its advocates were shiftless and profligate. This was a common
perception in polite society, that socialists were “filthy fellows in their
hearts”.* The socialists” geology could be tarred as well. No one abhorred
the materialists more than the Cromarty stone-mason-turned-editor of
the evangelical Witness and influential author on Scottish fossil life, Hugh
Miller, seemingly because of their disrespect for the cloth. No name
calling was too foul; they were an “infestation”, “vermin”, a “slime”—
castigations so severe that Miller’s first biographer muted the barbs by
calling them “half comic, half savage”.* A later commentator wondered
whether Miller had actually known anything of radical teachings.”
Neither took Miller’s hatred seriously enough. Nor was Miller alone
in seeing an evolutionary geology pervert the “intelligent mechanics”
of life. It was the rot that turned the infected into materialists, eating
through their moral mooring and belief in salvation, and rendering them
“turbulent subjects and bad men”.* It was scarcely less hysterical at the
other end of the social scale: the Regius Professor of Modern History in
the University of Oxford, the Rev. Edward Nares, declared in his 1834
defence of Revelation, Man, as Known to Us Theologically and Geologically,
that a bias against the Six Days of Creation was just another “vicious
inclination” which pushes the “mind towards infidelity”.”® Had it not
been an Owenite imperative, a holier-than-thou attitude would have
been prudent anyway for Saull, given such mania. It greased the social
wheels in hail-fellow, well-met geological society. As for Saull’s suspect
politics, the fossils themselves provided some deflection and diversion.
With Tories marvelling at the beauty of his sea lilies and the rarity of his
tree ferns, these artefacts could be seen mediating an otherwise deep

49 London Magazine 1 (1840): 105-11; Patriot, 28 Feb. 1839, 132; Christian Beacon, 2
(1840): 146-47; Christian Times, 30 Aug. 1851, 548. That materialism made them
“bad men” was a common refrain: Republican 9 (9 Apr. 1824): 461.

50 Bayne 1871, 1: 271-72, 324, 328-29. Not that atheists could not respond in kind:
Charles Southwell caned Miller and his Witness for their cant and fanaticism and
defended the moral integrity of atheism: Investigator (1843): 185-86.

51 Mackenzie 1905, 185-86. All this despite Miller’s own desire for social equality, a
point made by early biographers, and explored by Lunan 2005.

52 H. Miller 1849, ix.

53 Nares 1834, 7.
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political and religious divide.** They were the common rocky ground to
facilitate discussion rather than dissension.

The republican banker was himself banking on his fossils. By the end
they were worth some £2,000. This was a massive increase in intellectual
capital: the dealer, in buying, collecting, and displaying, was indulging
in a status-raising exercise. It enabled the parvenu to prise open
intellectual doors. Trading in scientific commodities could be profitable
in more ways than one. Unlike gold, hidden away as a hedge against
inflation, fossil assets, like fine art, were kept visible and flouted to
display one’s affluence and learning. “Mr. Saull does not place his ‘candle
under a bushel,” nor, like a miser, lock up his stores”, lauded Thackeray’s
National Standard. And perhaps we have to think in terms of fine art to
understand why Thackeray’s thrusting young blades would describe
the museum merchandise doing “great credit to the taste, learning,
and liberality, of its possessor”. Liberality because it was opened to the
downtrodden, learning because of its scientific pretension. But “taste”?
Given the usual association of “taste” with class and character, we sense
here an alternative aesthetic appreciation, for the museum’s goal, “to
elevate the moral character” and attack entitlement, which made Mr.
Saull one of “the benefactors of humanity”.>

Saull made his fossil assets do work. They were didactic and often
dramatic. Given the prevalence of infidel lectures on the “Antiquity and
Duration of the World” to debunk biblical chronology,* his geological
stockroom could capitalize in a visual way. But more, the rocks were said
to talk direct, without religious intercession or obfuscation. They were
thought to give an unmediated contact with ‘reality’ to testify directly
against sacred texts. Saull’s co-operative comrade William Lovett wrote
that “In throwing open the stony records of geological science, the
attentive student may read for himself without the aid of translators
or commentators a true illustrated history of the various animal and
vegetable tribes”.”” It was a common infidel belief, that Nature’s Works

54  Morning Post, 31 Dec. 1841.

55  National Standard 3 (18 Jan. 1834): 44-45. On Thackeray and the palaeontologists,
see Dawson 2016, 155-61.

56 NMW 1 (12 Sept. 1835): 364-66, for a typical case.

57 Lovett 1920, 2: 385-86, 417. Like Saull, Lovett was enamoured of geology. He
himself wrote a geology book, but failed to get it published. Stack 1999 for a study
of Lovett.
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were truer than God’s Word. As another Saull comrade, the former
insurrectionary and land reformer George Petrie, put it in his influential
poem “Equality” (1832), whose verses were pinned up on the walls in
Saull’s museum:

Through boundless space new scenes of beauty rise,
And Nature stands unveiled before his eyes;

Her laws immutable he understands,

Unmarr’d by vile translator’s filthy hands.®

Nature was not bare rocks and fossils but pointed to something far more
social: in infidel radical eyes, its truth and beauty exposed society’s cruel
deviance and suggested a remedy.”

The museum’s seemingly unmediated contact with reality was
enabled by Pestalozzian educational notions so enamoured of socialists.*
This encouraged a direct understanding gleaned through contact with
hand or eye, making fossils and models eminently suitable. While
Dissenters argued that God talked in the Bible over the bishops” heads
straight to them, radicals went further to see Nature talking over the
heads of Dissenters and contacting the powerless directly.

[G]eology is my subject ... and the book which is open to me, is not shut
against the meanest of my readers ... Nature will ever display to those
who pursue the path of her progress, not her secrets and mysteries, for
she has none, but the powers of her action, and the method of her labours.
These require not a variety of languages to understand or explain them,
nor the imposing diligence of imposing schools and high-gifted seats of
learning to comprehend them.®

For Saull, the truth of Nature was incontrovertible, and his display was
designed to prove it. The stones do not lie: this was a leitmotiv of Owenite
lectures through the 1830s and 1840s. All geology talks were therefore
declared to be “free from assumptions and conjectures”, as the rocks
would in themselves expose religious obfuscations and “time-hallowed
prejudices.”®® Direct instruction from the stones without priestly

58 PMG, 22 Sept. 1832; Petrie n.d. [1841], 5; on its publication: PMG, 11 Aug. 1832.

59 Murphy 1994, 113.

60 NMW1 (1 Aug. 1835): 515; Greaves 1827; Silber 1965, 283; Armytage 1961, on the
Pestalozzianism of William Maclure, Charles Lane, and J. P. Greaves.

61 Republican 14 (10 Nov. 1826): 561-65 (p. 562).

62 NMW 10 (13 Nov. 1841): 160.
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intercession was what Owenites were offering, the fundamentalist belief
in truth from immediate contact. Visiting Saull’s museum, one lyricist
penned a few verses for the Owenite house organ, the New Moral World,
in 1840:

Ye that would drink at learning’s purest springs,
Forget your books awhile, and study things;--
See nature’s volumes round you fair outspread,
Cull’d from her library, too little read;—

Each line from human pen may err or cheat,

In her’s alone, there cannot be deceit.®®

Saull, like so many activists, ran the reform gamut. He was an infidel,
co-operator, union sympathizer, campaigner against taxes on the pauper
press, against church rates and tithes, an Anti-Corn-Law Leaguer to
lower bread prices, parliamentary suffrage reformer, Aldersgate ward
radical, republican, and so much more. He was often contemporaneously
active in each sphere. His swift move from one campaign to another left
them appearing as a blur, proving what Prothero says, that these were
interlaced movements and cannot be artificially compartmentalized.*
And he was financially committed to all of them.

Yet Saull figures only as an infrequent footnote in histories of artisan
radicalism and Owenite socialism. We need to flesh out this skeleton,
bring the bones back to life, and reorientate the story around his pride
and joy, the Aldersgate Street museum. Resuscitating Saull requires us to
be sensitive to his specific context, to appreciate how all the aspects of his
cultic milieu, Carlilean materialism, ‘Utopian” socialism, and rejection of
Christianity, came together to produce an Owenite ‘evolutionist’ with a
transformative museum that heralded the social Millennium. Agitators
like Saull are often dismissed as of little consequence, and historians
dealing with them are said to be walking on the wild side, as if what
matters are only wealthy, expensive, official accounts of science. Such
blasphemous, radical, and co-operative views, it is said, were heard by
few, promulgated by fewer still, and, being advocated for political ends,
were marginal to “real” science. This study suggests that, rather than
a few promulgators, the critical factor might be how few are actually

63 NMW 8 (12 Sept. 1840): 175.
64 Prothero 1979, 4, 255-62.
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known, because of the vagaries of historical preservation, rather than
how few actually existed. W. D. Saull’s case shows how these shadowy
radical individuals, ignored in the histories of gentlemanly theoretical
science, can be actively resuscitated and their lost worlds reconstituted.

What follows is a narrative and thus chronological approach to
Saull’s street-level science and its enabling and changing social context.
It is the story of Saull’s trajectory—in geological terms, from a world of
eternal flux to one of origins and progress; in contextual terms, from a
blasphemous theatrical astro-theology to a self-sustaining astro-geology.
These transitions were nurtured by Saull’s move from a culture of
Malthusian liberal economics to a faith in social regeneration, progress,
and socialist perfectibility. Those were the political shifts which edged
him into tackling the ultimate question: how had humans originated on
the Earth?

Our entry point is the Carlilean underworld of the 1820s. It is
intended to show the dissident geologies and astronomies Saull first had
to negotiate. Many of these, it turns out, were developed to grapple with,
or circumvent, the problem of ‘Creation’. That might have been expected,
given that ‘blasphemers’ were chafing at the restraints of a law-backed
Christian culture, and desperate to undermine the miraculous props of
priestly power. Saull’s unique solution unfolded as he negotiated the
shifting underground movements at this time of political unrest.






PART I

1820s

DIRTY DIVES AND SUBVERSIVE
ORIGINS






3. From Eternity to Here

Blasphemy, Eternalism, and the Emerging Question
of Origins

I challenge you Deists to say where but in the Bible can you discover
any satisfactory account of the creation of the world, and of the “origin
of man?”!

How Saull originally became radicalized is not known. But we can detect
the company he kept. And it is this which allows us to trace the route
he took through the dissident byways to arrive at his questions about
mankind’s origin in 1830.

Judging by police reports, Saull’s first influential contact was with the
recidivist, deist, and reviver of the blasphemy movement, the publisher
Richard Carlile (1790-1843). This is confirmed by identification of Saull’s
first publication on geology (Appendix 1), a letter which appeared
anonymously in Carlile’s scurrilous sixpenny weekly, the Republican.

Carlile was the bogey-man of polite society. It was widely believed
that never had such “a scoffer at religion lived” who so thoroughly “merited
the gallows or the pillory.”? Indeed, an actual gallows orator once captured
Carlile’s reputation. Watching felons hang at a public execution in
1823, he exhorted the gawping onlookers never to “keep company with
Deists” nor “to read any of Carlile’s books”, lest they share the same
fate.’> Not that such crude fairground demagoguery frightened Saull.
The deistic Republican that printed his letter was an incendiary rag
which ran from 1819 to 1826. This was Carlile’s flagship, and it sold up

1 Republican 8 (18 July 1823): 52.
2 Republican 8 (17 Oct. 1823): 477-78.
3 Republican 8 (18 July 1823): 53.
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to 15,000 copies some weeks, most notably during his sensational 1819
trial for blasphemy and sedition.* By the time of Saull’s letter in 1826, on
orbital wobbles explaining the geological strata fluctuating from polar
to tropical and back, Carlile had only been out of Dorchester gaol a few
months, having served a six-year term. And Saull’s title spoke volumes,
“Letter from A Friend: On Fossil Exuviae and Planetary Motion”: Saull
was already an intimate of the notorious Carlile.

Given that spies reported Saull financing Carlile’s court costs and
blasphemous publishing career, our starting point must be Carlile’s
shady Fleet Street premises in the 1820s. Even this building’s appearance
shouted its intent: in a window stood a statue of Tom Paine, and the
front was placarded with badly written ads for the latest inflammatory
pamphlet, while the first-floor windows were dominated by life-sized
effigies of Old Nick and a Bishop.®

Carlile recast his own history in martyr’s terms (religious language
is inevitable when discussing Carlile’s deism). He started as an itinerant
tinplate worker and pamphlet hawker, who turned printer in 1817. His
trenchant radicalism in Regency London was proved by his deliberately
provoking the Tory government: he pirated publisher William Hone’s
“scandalous” (and funny) political parodies that year. These lampooned
a repressive government through jests on the Lord’s Prayer (“deliver
us from the People. Amen.”)—squibs that were tailored to alehouse
readings, to further gall the Attorney-General.® Being charged with
seditious libel and “blooded” by his first prison stay (he was locked
up for months in the King’s Bench) further radicalized Carlile.” He had
Tom Paine’s Enlightenment rationalist books smuggled into his cell.
Then, on coming out, he republished them, bringing Paine back into
popular view.

Paine’s Age of Reason (1794-1807), execrated in the religious press,
accelerated Carlile’s conversion to deism. It left him brutally sceptical
of scriptural truths. As a result, his Republican was marked by a rough
handling of the “Holy Jew Book”®*—an intentional slur designed to

Republican 1 (1819): xvi.

Vizetelly 1893, 68-72: the scene in 1831, when Vizetelly lived opposite.

Grimes 2000, 146-48; McCalman 1988, 122-23; Carlile 1832a, 342.

Wiener 1983, 17-23; McCalman 1975, v-vii.

Republican 6 (7 June 1822): 49. This racial imagery, playing on the anti-Semitic
prejudices permeating society, was common among Carlile’s circle. It can be seen
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capitalize on wider social prejudices. Given the age’s all-powerful
sermon,’ Carlile’s onslaught on “Priestcraft” and “Kingcraft” were
acts of disobedience, denying the church’s authority by impugning
Old Testament truths. Christianity was the law of the land and prop of
polite society. Lack of this bulwark was unthinkable for most, and it was
Carlile’s brazen denial of the unthinkable that made him the notorious
butt of scaffold moralizing. That he had a following made it even worse.
But, in these times of social distress, there was real radical revulsion
against the “bloated priesthood in the possession of those tithes which
are the necessaries of life to the cottager”.”” Time and again, radicals
echoed the sentiment, angry at the “plundering oppressors”, the 18,000
privileged clergymen of the Established Church living comfortably
off tithes (as Hetherington would say)."! Because of Carlile, the word
“infidelity” increased its currency in evangelical rebuttals from the
1820s, although, as he parried, it was a “mere word of cursing, abuse,
and calumny”.”? Unlike a previous generation of radicals, Carlile had
little time for labour demands and parliamentary reform, and certainly
none for the growing unions and co-operation (quite unlike Saull).
What he did was steer the radical cause to all-out blasphemy and put
some fire in its veins."

In this he was followed wholeheartedly by Saull. Not only did
Saull castigate the clergy for emptying pockets but, even more so, for
vacuuming brains. The local vicar of St Botolph was incredulous on
learning from his parish reprobate that “religion is a despotism, reigning

in his Republican and Lion (among both men and women, see Frow and Frow 1989,
49) and in the Comet. It became even more prominent in the 1840s with Charles
Southwell. Yet, it is scarcely visible in Saull.

9  Young 1960, 12-13: “A young man brought up in a careful home might have
heard ... a thousand sermons”. These homilized and normalized every aspect of
behaviour: Hilton 1988.

10 Carlile 1832a, 342.

11 Hetherington 1830; Hetherington [1832], vi. Another Saull associate, the Rev.
Robert Taylor, would talk no less of the “Christian Priests and Bigots” robbing
the hard working “of their reason and their substance which they did in this
Country to the tune of Nine Millions Nine Hundred and Ninety Nine Thousands
annually”: HO 64/11, f. 167 (22 Nov. 1830).

12 Republican 7 (28 Mar. 1823): 397.

13  Epstein 1994, 68.
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tyrannically over the human mind”, and that no “evil genius that has
ever existed” could have inflicted a greater “amount of human misery”."

That could have been Carlile, but it was Saull. Since so little is
known of their relationship, all we can do is follow the money, as Saull
converted his wine profits into heterodox capital. Ultimately, Carlile
was imprisoned four times—in total he spent over nine years in jail, in
“hell” as he put it, “preparing [society for] heaven”.’® This included
his stretch in Dorchester gaol (1819-25), for publishing Paine’s Age of
Reason and the blind American deist Elihu Palmer’s Principles of Nature
(discussed below). Astonishingly, throughout these years he continued
to edit the Republican weekly from his cell, which was some feat.'* The
Society for the Suppression of Vice tried in vain to shut his business
down. His shop workers were incarcerated in Newgate. Here, they
suffered shocking privations, being confined ten to a twenty-two-foot
cell, forced to sleep on “door mats” and fed “one pound of brown bread” a
day, plus a pint of gruel.”” Carlile’s wife and sister fared no better. They
kept his 55 Fleet Street premises open and were themselves jailed. The
government confiscated the shop’s stock, in fact everything it “could
put its harpy claws on”. Being “reduced from comparative opulence to
beggary” by the authorities,'® Carlile desperately needed financing to
keep the business afloat. How much Saull pumped in we do not know,
only that he admitted to “many heavy pecuniary expenses” in aid of
“free discussion” during this period. He later recalled an incident,
though, during “one of the trials in the days of Carlile, in which he
was responsible for the cost of the defence, in which the government
withdrew a juryman at the last hour and involved him in the payment
of costs”."”

Saull was forking out frequently, given the succession of cases.
Confirmation of this comes from a Secret Service source. A government
spy had infiltrated Carlile’s circle. His weekly reports to Bow Street Police
Station give the feel of an old revolutionary who had been turned, but

14 [Saull] 1832a, 4.

15 Carlile 1832a, 342.

16 McCalman 1975, 78. Carlile had been jailed for publishing Paine and Palmer’s
works in his Deist in 1819.

17 Republican 9 (2 July 1824): 845; McCalman 1975, 76-78.

18 Carlile 1832a, 343-44; Wiener 1983, 70-72; Keane 2006.

19  Reasoner 16 (5 Feb. 1854) Supplement, 97-98.
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his identity was cloaked in secrecy—he was referred to only as “Him”
by his handler.*® The mole was deeply embedded, clearly one of Carlile’s
assistants, always in his shop or at his meetings. He had Carlile’s wife’s
confidence, to the extent that he was reading the letters Carlile wrote
home while away.?! Taken in by the family and by the shop assistants,
the agent had intimate knowledge of their doings. He was vituperative
in his reports, but these have to be treated carefully; they were, after all,
designed to make his police handlers salivate. In selling information to
the authorities, it pays to spice it up. Thus, the rheumatic, cane-supported
Carlile he called “a very Wild and Extravagant Minded Person”. “He is
also Ferocious and I have no doubt but he is a Calculating Bloodthirsty
Person”.? With Carlile’s imprimatur, the spy gained access to London’s
leading activists,” and from his briefings we get a deeper understanding
of Saull’s commitment. They show that Saull and his anti-Christian cadre
would meet in Carlile’s shop to plan strategies when blasphemy trials
were pending.** And with Carlile again charged in 1830, Saull put up
the bail to keep him out of prison until the trial.” Saull would frequently
be heard talking at the Blackfriars Road Rotunda. Carlile had taken over
this building in 1830 to make it the centre of London radicalism, where
“a war to the death was to be waged against ‘the aristocratical or clerical

20 HO64/11, £. 350.

21 HO 64/11, ff. 63, 298. On the spies, see Parsinnen and Prothero 1977; Hollis 1970,
41-44. Sometimes the snitches were sussed, as on the occasion when one was
fingered in the crowd at the Mechanics’ Hall of Science in City Road: Colonial
Gazette, 21 Apr. 1841, 252.

22 HO 64/11, ff. 3-4. The hyperbole was designed to impress the spy’s handler, and it
was probably the latter who underlined it. There were at least two spies operating.
One was G. M. Ball, identified from later (1834) reports: HO 64/15, ff. 105, 107;
HO 64/19, ff. 734-37. He was possibly a former Spencean revolutionary: see HO
64/11, f. 53 for his contacts going back to the Regency. Thomas Spence had been
an agrarian reformer, who sought the expropriation of land and its hiring-out to
small holders. An agrarian connection is also hinted at by Ball’s membership of
the Grand Lodge of Operative Gardeners in 1834. He recruited for the Lodge and
was their delegate to meetings at Owen’s Bazaar in April 1834: HO 64/15, f. 107;
Pioneer, 26 Apr. 1834, 319; Crisis 4 (26 Apr. 1834): 23. Little is known about Ball:
Oliver 1964, 83 n. 6. The other spy was Abel Hall, whose roots also went back to
the Cato Street conspiracy: Parsinnen and Prothero 1977, 66—67. Hall was the vice-
president of the local Tailors” Union lodge: HO 64/15, ff. 186, 198.

23 The Rev. Robert Taylor, Julian Hibbert, John Gale Jones, James Watson, Henry
Hetherington, and many more: HO 64/11, f. 298.

24 HO64/11,1.75.

25 HO64/11,£.197.
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despotism, corruption, and ignorance’”. It was a venue that Saull helped
keep afloat as a regular subscriber, even when others deserted it. In
short, the nark reported, Saull had been one of Carlile’s most consistent
backers over the years.*

Another funder identified by the spy was Saull’s ally, Julian Hibbert,
a wealthy West Indies plantation heir expatiating his family’s sins by
bankrolling blasphemy causes. Saull and Hibbert were both, the spy
reported, freethinking “men of property”, which is what made them so
dangerous in government eyes.” Hibbert was an avowed atheist, with
a coruscating wit, always aimed at religious shibboleths. His was an
austere life, involving temperance and vegetarianism, and he ended up
in threadbare digs in Hampstead, all of which belied his wealth. The
family’s Jamaica plantation was run by 1,600 slaves and the profits had
left them wealthy, genteel and landed, to the extent that they owned
ships and quays, and financed the West India docks. Julian was duly
Eton- and Cambridge-educated, picking up £10,000 on his father’s death
and as much again at the age of 25.* But, while his relatives became
Church trustees, school governors, judges, and sheriffs, sharing the
trappings of civic power, he worked with Saull on atheist propagandism.
He would chip in with Saull to bail Carlile.” By 1831, the spy reckoned
Hibbert had funded Carlile to the tune of £3000. Even that was probably
an underestimate: Joel Wiener calculates that, by the end of Hibbert’s
life, £7000 might have been nearer the mark, showing the sort of sums
needed to keep Carlile’s Fleet Street press going in the face of state
harassment.®

The epiphany moment for these 1820s” anti-clericals had often come
on reading radical Enlightenment books, foremost among them one
written by a deputy to the National Assembly during the 1789 revolution,

26 HO 64/11 f. 446 (29 Nov. 1831); “war”: Wiener 1983, 164, 186 n. 2.

27 HO64/11f. 46 (Feb. 1828).

28 Donington 2014, 204, 224; E. Williams 1994, 88ff; Stange 1984, 48, 50, 170 on the
family’s Unitarianism. The family was massively compensated upon the abolition
of West India slavery.

29 HO64/11f.197.

30 HO 64/11, f. 446 (29 Nov. 1831); Wiener 1979. Hibbert would often lend Carlile
money: HO 64/11, f. 67 (20 Sept. 1828). And when Carlile’s house and furniture
were sold in 1827 (HO 64/11, f. 17 [Sept. 1827]) and his books were being sold
off cheap to recoup, Hibbert bought large stocks to give away to his friends: HO
64/11, f. 26.
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Constantin Francois de Volney: The Ruins: Or a Survey of the Revolutions
of Empires. From Saull’s perspective, Volney’s derivation of morality and
virtue from nature’s laws put science in a privileged position as part
of the struggle, and he cheekily suggested theological novices read it.*!
Volney presented a typically radical Enlightenment view of nature’s
laws as beneficent and egalitarian. They were natural edicts constraining
all, high and low, and the ground of ultimate authority, the highest
court, beyond the jurisdiction of the clergy but available to everyman.
A court sanctioned by Nature’s immutable laws could overrule the
capricious edicts of earthly tyrants. Carlile said The Ruins had started
him on the road to deism, and “it has led thousands besides myself to
search after truth.”** He would pay back the debt by republishing it. If
Enlightenment works had shaped Carlile, then Carlile equally reshaped
Enlightenment works. He revamped them as the ‘bibles’ for a new deistic
generation. The Word of Nature was spread with religious zeal by his
followers—a group disparaged as “illiterate mechanics, silly fellows of
weavers, beggarly lawyers” by detractors, but more sympathetically
judged by McCalman to be “the respectable ‘middling sort’—ambitious
artisans, small shopkeepers and lesser professionals”.*® To this group,
excluded from power and knowledge by an established culture, said E.
P. Thompson, the “works of the Enlightenment came ... with the force
of revelation.”* They were liberating, leading one respectable ‘middling
sort’ (Saull), snubbing his vicar’s efforts at conversion, to announce in
self-congratulatory style “I ... have a mind as free and unfetterred [sic]
as the air we breathe”.*® Such an exhilarating air surrounded all these
anti-Christian cadres, as they cast off religious shackles and quoted
chapter and verse from their Volneys, Paines, and Holbachs.
Unarguably, it was Paul-Henri Thiry Baron d’Holbach who was
the greatest dissident inspiration. Being an extreme materialist, he had
concealed his authorship in the eighteenth century, hence his works,
including his monumental System of Nature, were usually attributed
to “Mirabaud”. Thus, Carlile was selling “Mirabaud”’s System in the

31 [Saull] 1832a, 13.

32 Republican 2 (18 Feb. 1820): 148. Palmer 1823.

33  McCalman 1988, 189-90; Republican 8 (18 July 1823): 52.
34 E.P. Thompson 1980, 798-99.

35 Saull 1828a, 21.
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early 1820s,* and Good Sense, by “Curé Meslier”, in 1826, although
that, too, was by Holbach, his digest of the System. These libertarian
pre-Revolutionary French books were seized on by Carlile and Saull
as dissolvent and destabilizing in their own religiously backwards
nation, fit to bring down Britain’s ancien régime. Holbach demanded a
re-grounding of social, political, and moral beliefs on ‘rational’ lines,
and the subversive implications appealed to Carlile’s anti-Church
radicals. After all, if life for Holbach was an emergent property to be
explained by matter acting deterministically, with no god needed to
maintain it in motion, then the Church lost its authority, and man must
“make one pious, simultaneous, mighty effort, and overthrow the altars of
Moloch and his priests.”*” That was the nub for the anti-clerical Carlile and
Saull: Holbach’s admonition against waiting till the afterlife to redress
the grievances in this one.

Saull, armed with Volney’s and Holbach’s “correct principles”, and
adopting a “fearless energy of mind”, declared himself freed by “the
complete eradication of all visionary fears, and superstitious ideas”
to explore the more heretical scientific explanations of life.* And
while social liberation for many marginal groups in the 1820s meant
concentrating on the milksop self-help sciences, Saull would go to
extreme lengths to develop a geo-astronomical explanation of life’s
ancestry. Such an approach was ultimately encouraged by his defiantly
blasphemous context. Yet it was very far from the sort of science that he
first encountered among the Carlile set, as we will now see.

Mankind Has Existed for All Eternity

Has the human species existed from all eternity, or is it only an
instantaneous production of Nature? Have there been always men like
ourselves? Will there always be such? Have there been in all times males

36 Thomas Davison’s edition of “Mirabaud”, System of Nature (1819), was bought
up by Carlile in 1820, on Davison’s imprisonment: McCalman 1975, 66, 219-21.
For the century old lineage of Holbach’s Enlightenment materialism and its social
imputations, see Jacob 1981; Shapin 1980; Yolton 1983. Treuherz 2016 on Holbach’s
penetration of radical salons in eighteenth-century Britain, when his books
reached a different audience from that aimed at by pirate presses in the early
nineteenth.

37 Holbach [Mirabaud] 1 (1820), 185.

38 Saull 1828a, 23.
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and females? ... Is this species without beginning? Will it also be without
end? The species itself, is it indestructible, or does it pass away like its
individuals? Has man always been what he now is, or has he, before
he arrived at the state in which we see him, been obliged to pass under
an infinity of successive developements? Can man at last flatter himself,
with having arrived at a fixed being, or must the human species again
change? If man is the production of nature, it will perhaps be asked, is
this nature competent to the production of new beings to make the old
species disappear?
Carlile’s 1834 pocket edition of “‘Mirabaud’
(Holbach) System of Nature.

Though men are seen to die ... the human species flourish in eternal
being!
Carlile’s 1824 edition of George Hoggart Toulmin’s
The Antiquity and Duration of the World

People in perpetuity was a strange concept to a pulpit age, an age
steeped in stories of life being breathed into man, of corrupt birth,
direction, hope, and redemption. And it was precisely this that attracted
Carlile’s materialists. It allowed them to sidestep the fundamental
question of a divine genesis. That was a fable for “fanatics”, said a
Republican correspondent in 1823, who “swallow improbabilities ...
wholesale” from the “Jew book”: “a book composed of farce, fiction,
and fanaticism, intermingled with tales of magic, morals and mystery”,
which “has enslaved all Europe” with the idea “of a God, making,
contriving, or creating animal matter.” Better to accept that humans
and all macroscopic species were eternally existing, since they were
composed of eternally-existing matter.

That correspondent was the outspoken and atheistical obstetrician
James Watson. He derided talk of nature’s ‘design” by some incorporeal
“manufacturer”, and denounced the priesthood’s effort to “defraud
a credulous, puling, puerile, and idolatrous world”. To him the key
question was, “wHAT 1s MAN and of what composed?” Since “the elements
could never have had a beginning” and “man is a part of the elements”,
the solution to Holbach’s riddle, and to the “difficulties thrown in his

39 Holbach [Mirabaud] 1 (1834), 75-76. This was touted as the “best translation”:
PMG, 20 Sept. 1834, 264.
40 Toulmin 1854 [1824], 46.
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way by priests ... in assuming the creation of a first man”, is to conclude
“that, “THERE WAS NO FIRST MAN".” Our species had no beginning.*!

On this question, Carlile himself had initially been influenced by
Palmer’s Principles of Nature (1802, republished by Carlile in the Deist
in 1819, and in book form in 1823). Palmer’s solution was derived from
common Enlightenment axioms. Since matter cannot appear ex nihilio,
the earth must always have existed. But he did not entertain the idea of
eternal /ife. For him the “vivifying influence of the sun” had originally
produced the first animals from earthy matter. This raised the question,
why is not it still doing so? We should “expect new beauties and
wonders”, but none are appearing. He thought that the earth’s relation
to the sun had reached an equilibrium (something Saull, pondering the
same problem, was eventually to doubt), and, with this stabilization,
the power to produce new life had dissipated. However, in earlier times,
with the earth and sun in a different relationship, an “inconceivable
exertion” must have occurred periodically to produce new life. For
Palmer, “a graduated modification of physical energy has been exhibited
through a past eternity” to generate the entire animal series “from man
down to the lowest insect”, all the life visible today*

Carlile played with the idea. In 1822, he argued that since “the power
to produce anew would be equivalent to the annihilation of the existing
species”, it was no longer present, because species were not dying.*
Initially, he, too, toed the Palmer line and assumed “that the first of
all existing species of animals were organizations that resulted from
some peculiar arrangement and compositions of matter”. This was no
advance, and, cajoled by Christian controversialists, Carlile could only
plead ignorance “as to the origin of man or any other species”. “The true
Atheist”, he affirmed, “holds no hypothesis about the origin of man;

41 Republican 8 (18 July 1823): 59; (28 Nov. 1823): 661, 666. Wickwar 1928, 225
incorrectly identifies him as Carlile’s young shopman James Watson (1799-1874),
who was at the time serving a one-year sentence (April 1823 to April 1824) in
Coldbath-fields Prison for selling Palmer’s Principles of Nature in Carlile’s shop.
The correspondent was actually a medical man, specializing in obstetrics, whose
practice was in Brewer Street: Republican 8 (28 Nov. 1823): 655. Nor was he the
Spencean apothecary “Dr” James Watson (who died in 1818), or his son, yet
another James Watson, who allegedly once served as surgeon on a trawler (I thank
Tain McCalman for the latter information).

42 Palmer, Principles of Nature, 53-55, appended to Deist 1 (1819); Palmer 1823, 53-55.

43 Republican 6 (11 Oct. 1822), 615-16.
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nor is he ever in troubled doubt about that”.** Constantly pushed, he
constantly dodged, even as he argued what mankind was not: he was
not conjured up by “an intelligent Almighty Power”. That was only “an
hypothesis to cover our ignorance”. This was an answer straight out of
Holbach. In Good Sense, which Carlile republished, Holbach answered
his own question—*“Whence comes man?”—in the negative: “I know
not. Man appears to me ... a production of nature. I should be equally
embarrassed to tell, whence came the first stones, the first trees, the first
lions, the first elephants, the first ants, the first acorns, &c.”*> Not able to
get anywhere, Carlile was left spewing out nihilistic bon mots to deflate
mankind’s spiritual majesty. As he declared from jail in 1823: animals
(man included) “Ilook upon as a fungus springing out of the hot bed of
change and corruption which exists on the whole surface of the earth”.*
Not so much an explanation as a materialist slap in the face.

But within months Carlile saw a better way to push beyond Palmer
and Holbach. Mankind'’s eternity was largely predicated on the eternity
of the earth (which, at least in an unchanged form, Holbach was not
sure about?”). The planet’s everlasting existence was becoming a major
arguing point. Palmer had accepted it. And Carlile was starting to dodge
religionists” questions by affirming “that what you call the world never
did come into existence, because it never was out of existence”.*® More
poetic sources were pointing the same way. Grub Street materialists,
armed with Carlile’s pirated 1822 edition of Percy Bysshe Shelley’s
Queen Mab—itself indebted to Holbach and Volney—were encouraged
by Shelley’s concurrence on the “eternal duration of the earth”.*

Further support was given to eternalism at this moment by the
Norwich shoemaker Sampson Arnold Mackey’s three-part Mythological
Astronomy of the Ancients Demonstrated (1822-23), a book that came
quaintly tied with cobbler’s thread. Mackey was an extraordinary
autodidact, influential in Saull’s emerging understanding of planetary

44 Republican 8 (11 July 1823): 17; (18 July 1823): 52-53; (3 Oct. 1823): 397.

45 Holbach [Meslier] 1826, 17.

46  Republican 7 (27 June 1823), 822.

47 Holbach 1 (1820), 89-92, would not rule out the ongoing production of new
beings. Nor was man exempted: new planetary conditions will require humans
either to change or become extinct.

48 Republican 7 (28 Mar. 1823): 400.

49  Republican 8 (18 July 1823): 58.
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history. Mackey had incarcerated himself in an attic to “penetrate the
Mist”, that is, decode the ancient Indian, Persian, Babylonian, and
Hebrew texts for their astronomical indications, only to pay for such
selfless dedication by ending up penniless in an almshouse. He had
reasoned back from Hindu Scriptures only some seven or eight million
years, but that was near-eternal enough in Grub Street.® Joscelyn
Godwin’s introduction to Mackey, in her Theosophical Enlightenment,
reveals that Freemasons loved the book, but Mackey spurned them and
stubbornly remained in Carlile’s camp. And, while she has Mackey first
in London in 1830, secret service reports show that he actually made
a trip to the capital in 1828, when Carlile was his constant companion.
Carlile arranged for him to lecture in the City on astronomy “on a higher
scale than as yet has been known”,* and sold the Mythological Astronomy
in his shop.” It was an extraordinary book, equally admired by Saull.
The eternity of the elements and earth was hotly debated while Carlile
was incarcerated. A thousand turned up in one Leeds hall to thrash out
the subject with Christian protagonists in 1823, only to have magistrates
break up the “illegal” meeting.* So, when Carlile heard of an obscure
book belabouring the point, not only of planetary eternity but of human
eternity, he jumped at the chance of putting it back onto the street in
cardboard covers. It had been penned forty years earlier by a hotheaded
young doctor, George Hoggart Toulmin, in flaming Holbachian fashion.
Dr Toulmin, in fact, had sent forth a string of re-vamped editions,
starting with The Antiquity and Duration of the World (1780), hastily
published the year following his medical doctorate at Edinburgh, when
he was still only 26. In it, the world’s discordant creation myths were
shattered by the world itself: less from the untrustworthy records of
ancient civilizations, more from time’s immensity deduced from the
rocks. Proofs were piled up: of the depths of cliff-face fossils, of petrified
human remains in Gibraltar, the evidence of endless fluctuations of land
and sea, of risings and fallings, of oceans as much as civilizations, of
alternating warm and cold regions through time (shown by tropical

50 Republican 8 (12 Sept. 1823): 296, Mackey 1827 [1822-24], 33, also 201, 238, 263; J.
Godwin 1994, 68.

51 J.Godwin 1994, 75.

52 HO64/11, f. 92 (1828).

53 Lion1 (27 June 1828), 804.

54 Republican 7 (25 Apr. 1823): 538.
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elephants “transmuted into stone” in Flintshire and crocodile fossils in
Derbyshire), and so on. Then there were the umpteen volcanic layers of
lava around Etna, interspersed with layers of soil, each known to have
taken hundreds of years to accumulate, and the depth of limestone beds,
themselves the wrecks of endless empires of shellfish, compacted over
the aeons by slow degrees. For Toulmin, climate and life on this age-old
earth showed no overall directionality, no irreversibility, no extinction.
Continuity, succession and fluctuation marked a self-sustaining system,
the result of “laws fixed and immutable”. And as an inseparable part
of the planet humans must have had an equally “uniform and infinite
existence”. He stated it “without the shadow of hesitation”: all life was
timeless. During the planet’s “endless periods of existence”, life had
persisted and all the while “the human species evidently must have
been present”.” Its population must have continually risen and fallen,
as it ceaselessly recycled through phases of barbarism and civilization.
Such views might not have been uncommon in student Edinburgh.
Toulmin had been studying in an Enlightenment hot-spot. The
cosmopolitan university, the best in Britain, welcomed European
students who infused their own Voltairian heresies. The democratic
“Friends of the People”, which met in Edinburgh in 1792, sometimes in
Freemasons’ halls, clearly had social roots in the 1780s, when mechanics
could decry the “purple and fine linen” of a wealthy elite living off the
back-broken “beast of burden”.* The King’s Birthday Riots of 1792
and plethora of inflammatory handbills speak the same. Even though
modern work shows few Freemasons espousing radical views,” we do
know that, for example, the ‘Burke and Hare’ anatomist Robert Knox’s
father, was a “leading Freemason” in 1780s” Edinburgh, a Holbachian
and a supporter of the Revolution.®® And European freemasonry, at least,
as Margaret Jacob has shown, had a history of “pantheistic materialism”
and contingent links to republicanism.” Anyway, from the heady

55 Toulmin 1854 [1824], 15, 37-38, 71.

56 Brydon 1988, 48, also 131-146 on the Friends and Edinburgh at the centre of
Scottish radical activity in the 1790s.

57 M. C. Wallace 2007, 153; Jacob 2019, 124, 126, 134.

58 Lonsdale 1870, 3—4.

59 Jacob 1981, 225. Another fact suggesting that such geological views might not
have been uncommon was the Edinburgh savant James Hutton’s Theory of the
Earth (1795), with its ‘no traces of a beginning, no prospect of an end’ theme. But,
crucially, Hutton privileged mankind: as the chosen species, he had made a recent
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Holbachian brew bubbling in the student underworld, soapmaker’s son
George Toulmin had distilled out human eternalism, a conclusion which
made him so hated, as Roy Porter has shown. Defilers thought the
“rack and gibbet” was too good for him.®° Like Holbach, Toulmin saw
the individual as an unprivileged production of nature, who “follows
general and known laws”. But, unlike Holbach, who thought the origin
of humanity so unfathomable that “it cannot interest us”,* Toulmin went
straight for eternity. Less nuanced than Holbach, and more pointed, he
seemed made for the 1820s’ tub thumpers.

Antiquity and Duration was “an overt gesture of political radicalism”
in geological dress.®® It was subsequently modified as The Antiquity of
the World (1783), then rebranded as The Eternity of the World (1785).
One final, massive reworking left it as The Eternity of the Universe in
the revolutionary year 1789, whereupon Toulmin dropped the subject,
unsurprisingly, given events across the Channel and the British
clampdown.® Nothing new existed under Toulmin’s sun, and there was
little new in this puffed-up edition, except that the “unlimited existence
of the human species” was now foregrounded as if to suggest it had
become the singular selling point.®

Four editions indicated an audience in febrile Enlightenment days,
but, given the repressive years subsequently, the books had sunk into
obscurity.®® Damned as atheistical in their day, the books achieved
pariah status among the geological gentry. Pious hammerers had rather
stuck to empirical goals and shunned the cosmic question of origins.
Such a blinkered attitude among chemists and astronomers had led
Carlile to publish his blistering Address to Men of Science (1821). Here he
called the scientific gentlemen cowards and demanded they come out

appearance on an earth prepared for him, as “the apex of God’s creation” (R. S.
Porter 1978a, 345). Hutton’s intent was diametrically opposed to Toulmin’s assault
on a “gloomy” theology’s “Gothic barbarism and superstition” (Toulmin 1854
[1824], iv).

60 R.S.Porter 1978a, 439; R. S. Porter 1978b.

61 Holbach 1 (1820): 88.

62 R.S. Porter 1978a, 436.

63 Apparently, Toulmin recanted his ‘atheism” after the Revolutionary Terror, not that
Carlile knew it: R. S. Porter 1978a, 449.

64 Toulmin 1789, 53, also unpaginated second page of the Introduction, 9, 225, 229.

65 A fact commented on by G. F. Richardson 1842, 40, who put it down to Toulmin’s
scepticism.
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as materialists,®® an impossible request in a pulpit age, when, as Secord
says, “The political authority of science was grounded not in doctrines
of matter and natural law ... but in expert knowledge vouchsafed by
an ideology of genius and divine inspiration.”® Of course Carlile was
whistling in the wind, or simply agitating the apothecaries and mechanics
in their struggle against hospital consultants and work-place masters.*
Mankind with his immortal soul was hived off as a special case by the
scientific gentry (and many a pious fossilist). For them, humans were
not amenable to physico-chemical explanations or eternally-operating
geological ones. In a word, the devout damned Toulmin’s books for the
reason Carlile praised them—because belief in a human eternity on
an uncreated earth would strip any divine rationale from the existing
scientific and political hegemony.

Toulmin shocked genteel folk in the 1780s as much as geological
gentlefolk in the 1820s. The Harley Street geologist Charles Lyell was
the epitome of decorum. For him, like almost all his fellows, man was
a moral being above geological explanation. Lyell, in the 1820s, knew
about Toulmin but could never mention his name in print. Toulmin was
arevolutionary wrecker, vandalizing cherished traditions, the geological
equivalent of the British troops recently caught desecrating Burmese
pagodas for trophies.”” For looting Buddhist relics read smashing
Christian idols, and it was Toulmin’s brazenness that shocked Lyell.
But such vandalism made sense to Carlile. Toulmin’s pre-Revolution
saleability and threatening posture meant that his books could have a
flourishing afterlife in Carlile’s urban underworld, which targeted such
idols. Carlile needed this panegyric on Revolutionary geology for his
list.”®

From his prison cell, Carlile put out feelers for Toulmin’s pantheistic
books. They were rare, having been “in a suppressed state for nearly

66 Carlile 1821.

67 J. A.Secord 2000, 312-13.

68 Carlile’s Address was penned in the wake of the William Lawrence case (see
below), when one radical surgeon did ‘come out’, and suffer for it egregiously. The
Lawrence episode could have been Carlile’s catalyst.

69 J. A. Secord 2014, 159; 1997, xxvii; Wennerbom 1999, 43; Shortland and Yeo 1996,
23; K. M. Lyell 1 (1881), 174.

70 His list included Palmer’s Principles, and by this point Carlile was also selling the
jailed Thomas Davison’s stock of Holbach’s Syster of Nature.
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forty years”.” By February 1824, he had The Eternity of the Universe, all
but the opening, and correspondents supplied the missing pages after
he put out a request for hand-written copies.”” In May, he sent his Fleet
Street compositors the Antiquity and Duration of the World, which they
compacted into fifty-four pages, and it still made a fast, titillating read.
Carlile proudly put his preface, ostentatiously marked “Dorchester
Gaol”, to the finished Antiquity that September. What appealed was
clearly Toulmin’s leap, making planet and mankind coeval, which
obviated any need for the “phantasmal aid of supernatural power”.
But it equally reinforced Carlile’s steady-state, anti-origin mantra: all
superficial changes on the earth’s surface are balanced, with subsidence
matching mountain building, with strata accumulating at one time
and eroding at another, the sea invading here and retreating there,
and this for all time. For Carlile, following Palmer and Toulmin, there
was no progressive generation of species, no advancing sequence of
productions. A balancing equilibrium became the apostle’s creed. The
earth’s “self-regulating power” operated in perpetuity, and no designing
God was needed “to superintend its changes”.”

The shilling Antiquity was already on sale in early October 1824.7
The Eternity of the Universe was a larger book. It took longer to typeset
and only appeared in August 1825. Although costing one and sixpence,
it was still “as cheap a book, in point of worth, as was ever published,”
and recommended for young, uncorrupted minds.”” Copies were
eventually marked down to sixpence, and the title remained on Carlile’s
list for years among incendiary works by Paine, Volney, Palmer, and
Holbach.” These pressings gave the obscure Toulmin a new exposure,
and, for decades, all new printings were based on Carlile’s editions,
often carrying his preface. In the mid-twenties, they augmented the
ideological armoury. Within months of publication, Carlile’s imprisoned
shopmen were quoting it in their deistic diatribes against anti-infidel

71 Carlile’s preface to Toulmin 1854 [1824], vii.

72 Republican 9 (27 Feb. 1824): 259-60; 9 (7 May 1824): 605. Either Carlile or his
compositor was still unsure of the obscure author, because the call initially went
out for “Tailmin”, only to be corrected later, ibid., 288.

73 Carlile’s preface to Toulmin 1854 [1824], v-vii.

74  Republican 10 (8 Oct. 1824): 447.

75  Republican 12 (19 Aug. 1825), 224.

76  Carlile’s list in PMG, 8 Dec. 1832, 640.
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preachers.” A copy went into the London Mechanics’ Institution library
in 1826, not surprisingly, given the radical intake—Saull, Hetherington,
and Carlile’s shopman James Watson being active members at this time.”
The darkling Toulmin suddenly found himself up with the heretical
greats in the deists’” pantheon. Even “Rule Britannia” was re-versed in
radical chants to accommodate him:

Nor British heroes lag behind—

Here Thomas Paine received his birth!
Himself, an army of his kind,

And long may Britons boast his worth!

Toulmin and Shelley lend their hand,
And many more deserve applause;
Sages are rising in this land—
They rise to teach men Nature’s laws!”

In 1828, a spy reported that some two or three hundred men and
women (Saull included) were still listening to Sunday sermons in
one blasphemy chapel on “Toulmin’s Duration and Antiquity of the
world”.® Indeed, into the thirties and beyond, Toulmin could be
bought off-the-shelf at the usual radical and co-operative outlets.®! Not
only did the books have a long shelf-life, but eternalism—of the earth,
of species, of humans, with no birth and no cessation, no direction, no
progression, and “no comprehender, much less Creator”—remained a

77  Newgate Monthly Magazine 1 (1 May 1825): 418.

78 LMR 4 (9 Sept. 1826): 313; Anon. 1833, 49. The latter also showed that the LMI
held Volney’s Ruins, (p.32) and works by Voltaire (pp. 16, 32). The scientifically
well-stocked library of the LMI gives the lie to the notion that all mechanics’
institutions libraries were “frivolous” and full of “fiction”, an analysis also
challenged by Walker 2013. On the radical strength inside the LMI, see Flexner
2014.

79  Gauntlet (23 June 1833): 319.

80 HO64/11,f1. 85.

81 AtJames Eamonson’s shop in Chichester Place, John Cleave’s in Shoe Lane, B. D.
Cousins in Duke Street, and many more. It could also be had at the usual shops for
seditious prints in other cities, at James Guest’s in Birmingham, Joshua Hobson’s
in Leeds, Abel Heywood'’s in Manchester, and Thomas Paterson’s in Edinburgh.
Incredibly, Toulmin was still selling at the time of Saull’s death, with Goddard’s
shop in London’s John Street offering a combined edition of Toulmin’s and the
Rev. Robert Taylor’s work for 2s: Reasoner 17 (1 Oct. 1854): 223.
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potent trend. It was pushed as late as 1837 by Benjamin Powell in his
Bible of Reason.®

But, as an anti-Creative geological stratagem, “eternalism” had
become untenable no sooner than it had been published. Even
though Carlile, in 1832, was still pushing Toulmin’s books as “the best
elementary treatises on this subject”, for showing an “antiquity beyond
calculation”,® his equation of antiquity and eternity was no longer
viable. This very year—1832—saw the death of the great Parisian
palaeontologist Baron Georges Cuvier, and it was largely his fossil
evidence for the rise of life that was already undercutting Toulmin’s
eternal balance, even at street level.

Blasphemy, Piracy and the New Science of Origins

..whence, in the first instance came man, and all the other superior
animals? Now, most assuredly, they did not drop from the sky, and I need
not say, they were not formed by the Elohim, or any other mythological
gods; it follows, then, that they must have been ushered into existence, by
the exalted generative powers of the earth...

A letter writer to Carlile’s new journal, the Lion (1828), offering

a heretical exegesis of Cuvier’s fossil geology.®*

Geologists made breathtaking strides in the 1820s. In his definitive
Bursting the Limits of Time, Martin Rudwick details how, between 1816
and 1825, the “Tertiary” era was established from the upper rocky layers
of the earth’s crust.® By then “Primary” and “Secondary” terminology
was already common currency among the cognoscenti. The three
eras were sequential and housed increasingly “higher” life forms,
strange ones at times. The Secondary cliffs of Dorset and Somerset
were revealing marine reptiles, ichthyosaurs and plesiosaurs, in the
1820s.% The first huge land living saurians were being disinterred.
Nothing alive appeared remotely similar to some of these animals. The

82 B.F Powell 1837, 2: 1. This started as twopenny numbers published by
Hetherington and ended as a triple decker book in 1837-39. It was extracted in
NMW 2 (16 July 1836): 298; 2 (3 Sept. 1836): 358.

83 Carlile 1832b, 371.

84 Lion1 (6 June 1828): 734.

85 Rudwick 2005, 543.

86 M. A. Taylor 1994.
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weirdest was what Baron Georges Cuvier in Paris would call a “ptéro-
dactyle”. Its structure was so unfamiliar that it had been a real bone of
contention: was the animal bat-like, but with a wing on a single finger,
a hairy cross between birds and mammals, or a flying reptile as Cuvier
thought?¥ When another fossil skeleton turned up in Germany in 1824,
Cuvier, finishing up the second edition of his magisterial seven-volume
Recherches sur les Ossemens Fossiles de Quadrupédes (1821-24), called it
definitively a reptile.®

In these volumes, Cuvier famously described a hundred archaic fossil
mammals from the Tertiary beds in Paris. Such a cavalcade astonished
the popular press. No fewer than seventy represented “species most
assuredly hitherto unknown to naturalists”, and forty of those belonged
to new “genera, or a different order of beings from any that now exist,

177

which is quite a different thing!”, said the Cheap Magazine’s editor George
Miller in his Popular Philosophy (1826).% What “is more surprising still”,
added Miller, those lost had been replaced on the “busy stage of life”.
The directional progress of life, with “lower” forms departing forever
and being replaced by “higher” ones, were major breaches in Toulmin’s
eternalist dam. The end result was a sequence of fossils that seemed to
show a trend “upwards”. Given romantic assumptions, unquestioned
and uncontroversial, of man as the apotheosis, the “highest” type of life,”
this series of forerunner animals could be seen progressing, aspiring,
pushing or being pushed higher, until humans were created. Life had
appeared as invertebrates and fish in the lower (and older) rocks,
reptiles in the middle (Secondary) strata, and then archaic mammals as
the Tertiary opened.

Of course, this new geology was arcane knowledge, buried away
in learned journals or the chatter of expensive societies. Inaccessibility
meant it made little impact in blasphemy circles to start with. Indeed,
the fossil specifics were never of interest to most ideologues, except

87  As Ornithocephalus, it was already being described in the Edinburgh professor
Robert Jameson’s 1822 translation of Cuvier’s introduction to Ossemens Fossiles,
which Carlile’s shopmen were known to be reading.

88 Taquet and Padian 2004.

89 G.Miller 1 (1826): 295. On the Victorians questioning whether extinction was still
occurring, see Cowles 2013; Urry 2021.

90 For the tangled relationship between biological and social progress, and their
morally-loaded effects in ‘natural’ ranking, manifesting in ‘higher” and ‘lower’
beings, see Ruse 1996, Bowler 2021.
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Saull. But the tenor of Cuvier’s argument did permeate the underworld
in the later 1820s, albeit arriving through indigenous, pirated, and more
trusted channels.

That old doyen of radical studies, Simon Maccoby, once speculated
that Cuvier’s mention of a deluge as the destroyer of the old world was
a reason “why the ‘infidelity’ of the streets was not yet using geological
arguments in 1830”.°! Maccoby’s reasoning was this. For Cuvier, the
successive rock layers indicated the arrival of new environments—he
called the turnover ‘revolutions’—each complete with new species. And
because Cuvier’s last revolution, which he himself thought of as some
local marine invasion, was associated so strongly in Britain with the
biblical Flood,” it was unusable by radicals. But access to a wider range
of subversive prints shows that some activists were using Cuvier as a
cannonade. In fact, Carlile’s imprisoned assistants in 1825 were quite
able to extricate Cuvier’s last revolution from Mosaic explanations. In
contrast to the Flood of the “christian geologists”, the Newgate-jailed
infidels noted that Cuvier spoke “of the small number of individuals of men
and other animals that escaped from the effects of that great revolution”, so
it was no universal inundation. Moreover, the strata were not jumbled
higgledy-piggledy, as the detritus of a ravaging Flood, but lain in regular
succession. This was evident, they said, quoting Toulmin, from the fossil
creatures seeming “to be in the places where they have been generated,
lived, and died”. Fossil oysters and cockles were “deposited with as
much regularity as beds of living shell-fish are in any part of the sea”.”

But activists really only took up Cuvier when he was introduced by
an accredited source, that is, a blasphemous hero. Trust played as big a
role at the bottom of the heap as the top, where it has been brilliantly
depicted in Steven Shapin’s Social History of Truth. For the thinking
dispossessed, credibility was a key issue, and Carlile’s practical maxim,
‘my enemy’s enemy is my friend’, served to assess it. Just as Shapin’s
gentlemen relocated “conventions, codes, and values of gentlemanly

91 Maccoby 1955, 459-60.

92 Because of Jameson’s commentary on Cuvier’s introduction to Ossemens Fossiles,
which he titled “Theory of the Earth”: Rudwick 2008, ch. 6; 2005, 556; 1972,
111-112, 133-35. On Jameson’s intent on rendering his translation palatable to
Edinburgh’s Presbyterians: Dawson 2016, 48-54.

93 Newgate Monthly Magazine 1 (1 May 1825): 420-21.
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conversation” into their philosophy,* so 1820s’ infidels no less enhanced
the dissident values in their swiped science. This took on the mantle of
‘truth’” in their tight-knit community because it was shared, soothing,
and justified their rebellious action. Originally, Carlileans paid scant
attention to the notices of bizarre reptiles and cave faunas that were
beginning to figure in the proliferating trade journals. Many of these
were, admittedly, second-hand press cuttings, no more. They might have
been yearly round-ups of scientific snippets in the Arcana of Science and
Art or an occasional report of the giant reptile Iguanodon from Tilgate
Forest or of cave hyaenas found in Kirkdale.”® These clippings focussed
mostly on the odd and dramatic antediluvian finds guaranteed to awe.
Typical were “Footsteps Before the Flood” (supposed tortoise tracks in
ancient sandstone), vertebrae equal to the circumference of a human
body, fossil lizards projected at 150 feet long, or fossil possums turning
up in the Paris beds®. Tantalizing titbits, but their innocuous usage left
them unnoticed by anti-Christian activists. What really swayed radicals
was the imprimatur of the condemned. These were safe and sure
sources, and the first to be exploited was Lord Byron.

Byron’s poetic work Cain (1821) had been savaged by reviewers, who
cried ‘blasphemy’. As a result, the respectable publisher John Murray
could notlegally protect it from piracy, because blasphemous works were
not copyrightable. The result was a plethora of pirate editions flooding
the market. London’s radical presses rushed to outdo one another. They
were egged on by the knowledge that the King hated Cain, which Carlile
thought a higher honour for Byron than a peerage.”” Carlile, with his
“dismally utilitarian” tastes,” cared little for poetry and less for Lord
Byron, except as an irritant gnat on the Vice Society’s rump. And the

94  Shapin 1994, xvii.
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calls for Byron’s prosecution were enough to have Carlile and the equally
notorious blasphemy publisher William Benbow (who financed his own
activism by selling pornographic prints”) competing to get copies out.
The militant Benbow, a former shoemaker, was first away, as he always
was with anything offensive to refined noses. His pirate edition in 1822
sold for 1s 6d. Pipped by his rival, Carlile undercut the price, pushing
out a double-columned, small-type, sixpenny pamphlet later in April
1822.' By 1826, a fusillade of pirate editions had hit the stands. No
fewer than five were jostling for place in the bookshops. “Poetry as
cannon-shot”, one press historian called it.!! The piracy was designed
to push their offended lordships into prosecuting one of their own, to
widen the front. But what it actually did was push Cuvier to the fore.!*

Cain had not merely mooted the immensity of time in Cuvier’s lost
worlds, it actually fingered Cuvier as the inspiration in the short preface.
And, outrageously, it put the gory talk of the successively wrecked
and remade planet, “before the creation of man”, into the mouth of
Lucifer. Satan flew back through misty time to expose a wide-eyed Cain
to “The phantasm” of ancient worlds, “of which thy world Is but the
wreck.” Death had laid waste the empires of ancient life and rendered
the “Mighty Pre-Adamites” so much mouldering clay, from which man
might arise.'”® The “Mighty” included lost races of men no less than
beasts—pushing poetic licence to its limit. It was as if Cuvier had spoken
through Lucifer, and his beguiling portrayal appalled Byron’s friends
and foes alike. Cuvier’s “desolating” conclusions caused a “deadly
chill”, infecting those who would otherwise “trouble their heads but
little about Cuvier”.!* That alone raised Cuvier’s stock among Carlile’s
circle, whichhappilyendorsed Cain’s “ponderousblow atsuperstition”.!®

Byron had let the fossil cat out of the bag. Cain cast a rather glum eye
on past immensities, as life fought through successive worlds on its way
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to the present. No one could now avoid Cuvier, gloated a correspondent
in Carlile’s Republican: “Cuvier who hath re-engraved and illumed the
illegible tablets of time, whose characters had been erased and darkened
by the destructive hand and Cimmerian gloom of oblivion”.!%

Yet Byron was only a part of the piratical endorsement of Cuvier.
The surgeon William Lawrence sat equally (and uncomfortably) in
the radical spotlight. His was a carbon-copy case: a loss of copyright
with a torrent of pirate editions, all appearing within weeks of Cain.
Lawrence was the new professor of anatomy and surgery at the Royal
College of Surgeons. But, in his first course, published as Lectures on
Physiology, Zoology, and the Natural History of Man (1819), he had rashly
excoriated his teachers for clinging to a belief that life depended on a
divine vivifying power—that matter was animated by a vital principle,
just as a soul animated man, and that such things must be publicly
known to keep society “virtuous”.!”” For Lawrence, life was a function
of organization. It was an emergent property, appearing naturally, and
needed no other explanation than the laws of physics and chemistry.
But this was an inopportune moment to express materialist views,
embedded in lectures which chafed at religious creeds and underscored
republicanism. Within months, the Peterloo ‘massacre” showed the
authorities” intolerance, as 60,000 protesters were cut down by Huzzars
in St Peter’s Fields in Manchester, leaving eleven dead. Amid the
heightened tension, Lawrence was slammed as socially irresponsible.
With no soul, and no future rewards or punishments to keep the masses
in check, what was to stop them from revolting? The Tory Quarterly
Review revealed its cynical view of these “masses”: unchecked, the
effects of Lawrence’s teachings would be “to break down the best and
holiest sanctions of moral obligation, and to give a free rein to the
worst passions of the human heart”.!® Lawrence found his motives
questioned, by the imputation that he was removing social restraints.
Even worse were his flippant protests, that the soul cannot be found
“amid the blood and filth of the dissecting-room” and that no vital

106 Republican 11 (11 Feb. 1825): 163.
107 Lawrence 1822, 4-10.
108 [D’Oyly] 1819, 33.
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spark can “impose a restraint upon vice stronger than Bow Street or the
Old Bailey can apply.”'*

Lawrence was suspended from his post at the Bridewell and Bethlem
hospitals and had to recant before the governor.'” The Quarterly
demanded his sacking from the College of Surgeons. It was all too
much for Lawrence. He expediently withdrew his Lectures from sale
and, in 1822, sought an injunction to stop the book being pirated. But
the Lectures, being blasphemous, was refused copyright in the Court of
Chancery."! With that, the pirate presses saw his compendious natural
history of man as up for grabs.

Benbow again competed with Carlile. Lawrence is “coming out in
all sizes and at all prices”, said Carlile in April 1822, within days of his
Cain appearing. His own octavo 3d sheets of the Lectures went on sale
on 12 April 1822. They joined three other editions in 1822 alone: the
J. Smith edition being run off down the road at 163 Strand; Benbow’s
smaller type octavo at 4d a sheet; and Griffin’s in tiny duodecimo for
4d, word-for-word the best value. Faced with that, Carlile promised
that “If the demand be so great as is expected”, he would “print a very
small edition in the cheapest and most compact form” to undercut the
lot."? But Carlile’s main selling point was that his edition also included
Lawrence’s 1816 lectures, besides those of 1817-1818 found in Smith’s
and Benbow’s editions. Carlile’s book was fatter.

With that, Lawrence’s Lectures became another radical bible,
henceforth to be found on every unrespectable bookshelf (and some
respectable ones: even Charles Darwin owned a Benbow edition in
boards!). Spies relayed how the book was occasionally read from
an anti-Christian podium, “as the lesson for the evening”, before

109 Lawrence 1822, 4-10; Jacyna 1983a explains Lawrence’s College teachers’ vested
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a blasphemy lecture."* Lawrence’s stature accordingly rose in the
underworld as it sank above. He was treated as an unimpeachable
authority. Saull, for example, when challenging his own vicar, quoted
Lawrence on the absurdity of “Jewish Scriptures” in the light of modern
geology or astronomy.'

Lawrence was one of those rare surgeons au fait with Continental
science. French, German, and Italian sources littered his work, but
it left him in the wake of Waterloo being portrayed as a turncoat. By
not supporting Britannia’s backwards view of immaterial vitalism and
‘design’ justifications of Creation, he was being unpatriotic. But then
he had seen it as his mission to drag Britain into the modern world,
and, as such, he had given the French savants their due. His Lectures
acknowledged the turnover of fossil species, with new replacing old,
of ancient rocks housing extinct types, of alternating strata laid down
in fresh and salt water “indicating successive revolutions in the earth’s
surface”. The image was one of advancing “approximation to our
present species”. The labours “of CUVIER, BRONGNIART, and LAMARCK, in
France” had taken us beyond “the reach of history and tradition”. Even
more, they gave ground for “curious speculation respecting the extinct
races of animals and the mode in which their place has been supplied by
the actual species of living beings”. In short, Cuvier was being “highly
extolled” in a trustworthy source.!'®

French fossil zoology thus threw new grist into the freethought mill.
After the mid-1820s, it was becoming difficult to admit that species were
eternal. Long letters in Carlile’s Republican took to arguing the point.
In 1826, one saw Carlile’s periodical as probably the last refuge of the
“eternity of man ... advocates”. The logic of eternal elements meaning
eternal animals was finding fewer supporters, with geologists now
showing that waves of rearrangement, extinction, and reconstruction
had led to the progression of ancient life. Today’s humans, one disputant
said, would actually have found the earth uninhabitable when the early
rocks were forming. And the new anti-Christian logic suggested that,

114 HO 64/12, f. 180 (27 Nov. 1832). This records a reading of Lawrence on humans
existing “without the assistance of a first cause as the Superstitious Nonsense of
the Clergy dictate”, preceding J. E. Smith’s “Antichrist” lecture at the Rotunda.

115 Saull 1828a, 10.

116 Lion 2 (4 July 1828): 30; Lawrence 1822, 5, 46, 48—49.



102 Reign of the Beast

when man finally appeared, “he must have descended from some stock
that had lately been formed from the energies of nature”.'”

The Republican folded in 1826, and by the time Carlile started up the
Lion (January 1828) the tide had turned. Life’s rise was the chatter in
infidel chapels and coffee rooms before a Sabbath lecture. Orators would
parade the growth from early “imperfect” life to today’s creatures to
show “that nature is progressive in the bodily as well as in the mental
formation”.""® Cuvier’s authority was accepted as recording life’s gradual
ascent. The first fishes were succeeded by “improved” amphibians and
reptiles which had exclusive occupancy “for a considerable period”,
whence the dry land saw the birds and mammals emerge, “till, at
last, the earth, by an effort or change, surpassing all his former ones,
produced man”. That said, these nihilistic republicans still believed that
today’s humans probably only constituted “a first and imperfect attempt
towards the production of a class of rational beings.”'*

Quite technical matter entered the Lion’s pages. In 1829, Carlile
cribbed a piece from one of the City’s newer literary papers, the London
Weekly Review, analyzing the findings of the rising 28-year-old French
fossil botanist Adolphe Brongniart (who was to become the professor
of botany at Paris Muséum d'Histoire Naturelle in 1833 and a Saull
correspondent). It depicted in detail the earth’s successive botanical
“epochs” between the ancient ferns and modern flowing plants,’* and
correlated each with temperature changes and the peculiar animal life at
the time. The latter was, of course, the discovery of Cuvier, Brongniart’s
colleague. What is telling is that most of the talk in Carlile’s journal
remained about Cuvier’s mammal fossils. By and large, any discussion
of English plesiosaurs and ichthyosaurs filtered back from these French
sources. With Byron’s and Lawrence’s indicted imprimatur, only Cuvier
was really trusted.

117 Republican 14 (11 Aug. 1826): 152.

118 Lion 2 (14 Nov. 1828): 614-15. This was a talk in the City Chapel in “wretched
Grub-street”, Cripplegate, delivered on 12 October 1828, possibly by Saull himself
(see below).

119 Lion 1 (6 June 1828): 731-32. Carlile ran Roland Detrosier’s address to the
Banksian Society in Manchester (Lion 3 [23 Jan. 1829]: 103-12, esp. 109; Detrosier
1840 [1829]), which lauded Cuvier and his ninety fossil mammals unknown
to modern naturalists, most of which seemed to have died out as “the result of
constant but slowly operating causes,” rather than by the biblical deluge.

120 Lion 3 (6 Feb. 1829): 171-73.
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The Cuvierian muses not only affected Byron. By 1829, they
influenced the other end of social scale, far from his Lordship’s lofty
heights. Street poets embraced extinction and emergence, particularly
the first emergence of people to shape Heaven in earth’s image. Carlile
notoriously included verses of any quality in his journals. It did not
matter how salt-of-the-earth they were, the operative was anti-Christian
impact. Street poets now stretched out Cuvier’s successive changes and
saw drama in the ecological immensities. One portrayed the “myriads
of years” as the earth was racked, ruined, and reformed, and at each
turn “Its creatures, too, with ev’ry race / More comely-fashion'd grew”.'?!
Until, at last,

My vision chang’d, I seem’d to stand
Amid a swarthy throng:

Wond'ring they gaz’d on ev'ry hand,
Upon themselves, the waves, the land,
But silence chain’d each tongue.

Full long and ardently they view’d
Whatever met their ken,

But on themselves with sighs subdued,

They gaz’d in wonder’s deepest mood,
They were the earth’s first men!

Mute, instinct-driven, swarthy humans, the first of their kind, were
entering the sacrilegious imagination, just as Saull was starting to
ponder life’s origins.

For many ideologues, geology’s excitement lay in its confrontational
value. Carlile was never particularly interested in the geological niceties,
so much as their exposure of time’s immensity. In the face of clerical
hauteur, this could have a real nihilistic impact. As he typically put
it, “the astounding revolutions, that, from time to time, occur on the
earth’s surface, [throw]| the whole of human history into the shade
of insignificancy, and [reduce] the conceit of man to animalcular
importance”.'?? If the clergy found this irksome, scriptural literalists
could be goaded further by pointing out that death entered the world
before Adam’s sin. Cuvier’s strange animals were obviously only
known from their long dead and petrified remains. The deep strata

121 Lion 4 (20 Nov. 1829): 650-51.
122 Carlile 1832b.
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interring them were ancient graveyards, the subterranean world itself
a mausoleum. Such life, entombed before mankind’s appearance, could
be used to refute the biblical assumption that “by one man sin entered
into THE worLD” and that the wages of Adam’s sin was death. With so
many pulpits denying “that death was known till sin introduced it”,
Cuvier’s fossils became attractive for the anti-clerical armoury. To
biblical exegetes, the notion of suffering and death preceding man’s
fall was “inconsistent with all our views of the Divine perfections” and
“would involve a dangerous concession ... as it implies that God was the
author of natural evil in a world free from moral corruption.” As such,
an immensity of time when no “immortal” inhabitants existed to adore
their Creator was incomprehensible to many.'*

Carlile himself began half-heartedly exploiting Cuvier’s evidence,
twisting and turning it to his own anti-religious ends in a way that
would have horrified le baron (Cuvier himself abhorred Lamarck’s
atheistic ‘evolution”). For example, Carlile took a cutting on deep time
from the fledgling but failing Tory paper, the Representative. The image
it portrayed of the past was now pretty stock. First, a few plants of
doubtful character, then tell-tale sea-shells and trilobites in beds just
above; further up (and nearer us in time) came fishes, then lizard-like
reptiles, and ultimately mammals. The fossils lay

buried in beds that overlie each other, nearly in the order above detailed,
and between beds or strata are generally found others which do not
contain any fossil remains, and which mark the flux of considerable
intervals of time in the process of their extinction.

Carlile realized that this defied any scriptural gloss on Cuvier: geology
had revealed that each rock stratum

was once its surface, and that one deluge [that is, the Biblical Flood] will
not account for the great number of strata that are found. The succession
of vegetables and animals explain the same conclusion, and all unite ... to
overthrow that nonsense called religion.'

123 Biddulph 1 (1825): 126-29. Liberal exegetics might get round these geological
conundrums. As a writer to the Christian Observer (24 Feb. 1829, 91-96) guessed,
perhaps “the secondary strata may really have been deposited subsequently to
the creation of man,” or that death did not refer to any lower’ creature, and only
mankind was marked for death by Adam’s transgression.

124 Republican 13 (24 Feb. 1826): 256.
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Dragooned by the atheists, Cuvier’s views, distorted and distended,
proved so useful that he eventually acquired almost heroic status in
blasphemy circles. How else are we to explain why, on his death in
1832, his French éloge was appropriated and run amid the anti-clerical
and republican rants in the illegal rags of the day, the Isis, Cosmopolite,
Poor Man’s Guardian, and so on?'?

It was becoming apparent that, even if the universe was uncaused
and self-existent, fossil life was not. With Toulmin out of the way on this
point, the question of origins became paramount. Clerical protagonists,
of course, had a ready-made solution. One, moreover, that anti-infidel
preachers were ready to throw in deist faces, by challenging them to
say where but in the Bible could you find an explanation for the origin
of man? It was all very well the blasphemy bards waxing lyrical about
the “earth’s yet open womb” producing “More comely-fashion’d
creatures”.'® The question was, how?

For Carlile’s deists and materialists, power lay inside nature, not outside
in the hands of God. And gone was the notion of matter-in-motion
causing all change; now matter itself was invested with immanent
qualities. We see this already in Palmer’s Principles of Nature. For Palmer,
“dead matter” was an absurdity, “all is alive, all is active and energetic”—
one could not “conceive of matter without power, or of power without
matter.” Saull would himself articulate this atheistic vision: there is “no
power superior to that of matter”, he would say.'” Belief in such a nature
provided Saull’s Carlileans with their moral high ground. They claimed
for it the status of true morality because it rested on non-idolatrous
foundations.

Like their Enlightenment heroes, the 1820s’ materialists were
intent on liberating the mind from superstition, the body from clerical

125 Isis 1 (1 Sept. 1832): 455-56; Cosmopolite, 8 Sept. 1832; PMG, 7 Mar. 1835, 454.
Cuvier was still being extolled in the New Moral World in 1838: NMW 4 (17 Feb.
1838): 129-30. Theirs was a vastly different image of Cuvier from that portrayed in
respectable English journals, where he was co-opted as a conservative supporter
of natural theology.

126 Lion 4 (20 Nov. 1829): 650-51; Republican 8 (18 July 1823): 52.

127 Inventors” Advocate 2 (11 Apr. 1840): 237; Palmer 1823, iv, 182, 184.
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authority, and the people from kingly subservience. Not that their
prime source, Holbach, was himself a real republican. He wanted wise,
benevolent government and a monarch in harness, and argued that a
materialist nature would teach princes that “they are men and not gods;
that their power is only derived from the consent of other men.”'*® But
an innately-powered nature, driven from below, sat comfortably with
the 1820s’ radical ideal of people as sovereign atoms and the sole source
of power, and it was equally useful to Carlile, himself no democrat, as a
stick to beat the priests.

One corollary of this energetic nature was the resurgent notion of
animate or living atoms. Not merely living but intelligent: thinking
and awareness are widely manifested in nature, said a letter writer, so
why not give matter “all those fantastical qualities” usually associated
with souls and spirits?'* Energetic matter, by assuming the old spiritual
powers, was consequently believed to be capable of self-development.
So, after Cuvier’s revelations, the materialists were ready to look into
nature itself to explain the production of new species through geological
time.

Another letter writer in the Lion leapt even further: from animate
atoms to an animate earth. This was specifically to accommodate
Cuvier, for such an earth could intelligently arrange the generation
of his successively ‘higher’ life forms. And Palmer’s language, of the
planet’s exertions, an attribute of living things, only encouraged this sort
of deduction. The earth possessed its own “exalted generative powers”.
The analogy between the rising perfection of life and advancing human
mind showed that over-arching nature was no “blind power”. The
language was one of energetic consciousness. Nature would always
“endeavour to improve, in consequence of former experience”, and
work “up its productions to current perfection”. Such Schelling-like
Romantic pantheism suggested that the earth itself “possesses the
power of cogitation”. “Every improvement or advancement” reflects the
workings of “mind or experience”. Intelligence was baked in at global
level, life aiming, not at any godhead or attempting to become aware
of itself, but at perfection. The object of mindful agency, ‘design’, was
creeping in through the materialist back door. Nor would progress

128 Holbach 1 (1820): 109.
129 Republican 7 (25 Apr. 1823): 535.
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end here. Perhaps the planet would see the obliquity of its axis become
perpendicular (millenarian astronomy was never far away), when life
would “co-order” itself to the changing winds and currents and reach a
“more perfect harmony”. Carlile had little time for the romantic twaddle
of millenarian geology with its striving for perfection, and many
readers had even less. But such efforts illustrate the accommodations
being made by the later twenties to a life rising “through gradations of
improvement”."* The Republican and Lion were surely obligatory reading
in Saull’s house. He was, after all, Carlile’s benefactor and published
in the former (Appendix 1). Saull would have seen in these sixpenny
street prints the subject of origins openly broached as an attractive part
of an anti-Christian polemic. And, as Saull moved into Robert Owen’s
co-operative camp, with its emphasis on the perfectibility of man, he
must have sensed how the new perfectible nature fitted his new political
creed (Chapter 5).

Saull’s comrades knew that Cuvier petrified some anti-infidel
writers. And Carlile’s scurrility and piracy was goading the less tolerant
literalists into action. It is no coincidence that the scriptural extremists
rose to prominence in the late twenties and early thirties, ignoring
the more moderate evangelicals who “took a lively and on the whole
constructive attitude to geology”.'* The “great Armageddon of infidelity
seems rapidly to approach,” heralded by this Satanic street geology,
said one fulminating literalist. Cuvier and his “sorry warriors” were
eroding our religious “mountain that standeth strong”, and with it the
faith that “is the pillar of our security”. Such seditious science wants to
carry us back beyond that “described in the Sacred History; and, with
unauthorized effrontery, [it] presents us with a series of revolutions
which have no foundation, whatever, in truth”. The anti-Christian
“warriors” in Cuvier’s wake were pushing further, looking to the fossil
strata for evidence of the “the progressive developement of organic life”
and the rise of ever-more-perfect races.'” But, the more anti-infidels

130 Lion 1 (6 June 1828): 731-34. 823; 2 (4 July 1828): 29-31.

131 Hilton 1988, 149. Fyfe 2004 on how cheap science and the suspect printing
presses could threaten the faith of ordinary evangelicals, and how religious tracts
responded to re-emphasize Revelation.

132 [Murray] 1831, xiii—xv, 22-23.
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decried Cuvier’'s “nonsense”, the more Saull with his Carlilean
preconceptions and interest in geology saw the destructive potential.

Cuvier had vouched that there were no human fossils.’*® This
suggested that “our species, comparatively speaking, is of a very recent
origin”, a fact now acknowledged by the infidels.'* Man was the last, and
most improved, animal to debut. Still, that mankind had a beginning,
for Carlile, offered no support to the idea of “a revelation having been
made to him”*®, or that he was a divine creation. But that finite origin,
thrown up by the new temporal, sequenced science, was pushing Saull’s
deists to seek a rational explanation.

How Did Nature’s Energetic Power Manifest?

Off-the-shelf solutions to the problem did exist but were not without
their pitfalls. The Tory reviews of seditious trash revealed them with
their pillory. Readers of the Quarterly Review loved to be incensed by
the insane ravings of Enlightenment ‘Frenchies’. English geologists
were a gated community of sensible gentlemen who could be trusted
not to rock the boat. They abjured all talk of origins as the abode of
scoundrels. Not so the Gallic enemy who outrageously dabbled in such

133 In this, he was supported by reconcilers like F. J. Francis (1839, 156) at the
Marylebone, Western, and Richmond Literary and Scientific Institutions, who
denied nature’s “self-origination” and scrubbed fossil geology clean using
Thomas Chalmers’s On Natural Theology (1835). However, new human skeletons
were coming to light. The “Red Lady” of Paviland Cave, discovered by William
Buckland in 1823, was assumed to be of recent origin, despite being associated
with extinct mammals and chipped flints (Rudwick 2008, 77-79; Grayson 1983,
65-66; Riper 1993, 60). Another contender, the celebrated Guadaloupe skull-less
skeleton embedded in a limestone block, had been placed in the British Museum
as a Napoleonic war trophy. This, too, was thought of modern origin, though not
by its original describer (Konig 1814), ironically. The literalist John Murray in Truth
of Revelation (1831), who had examined it in the museum, thought the skeleton’s
fossilized nature should not be dismissed. By contrast, the Christian Observer
insisted on its modernity (Christian Observer 34 [ Aug. 1834]: 490; Rudwick 2005,
592; Grayson 1983, 95-97). Sir Richard Phillips calculated the chances against
finding human fossils as astronomic. Given that the strata might be half a mile
deep and the earth’s surface 200 million square miles, he estimated statistically
(he loved this sort of thing) that it would take 500 million bore holes to turn up
another Guadaloupe “relique”. Still, he thought that geologists should keep on
looking for fossil humans (R. Phillips 1832a, 52-53).

134 Lion 2 (4 July 1828): 30; 1 (6 June 1828): 732; (27 June 1828): 806.

135 Republican 8 (11 July 1823): 17.
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speculations. The Review pointed its finger at the “fooleries” of the
French Consul General in Egypt a century earlier, Benoit de Maillet,
who postulated our fish origins in a drying ocean. This had taken place
over two billion years, a timespan so exorbitant that it was even toned
down by de Maillet’s editor to “millions”, to make it more palatable.’*
The resulting posthumous and editorially-mangled Telliamed—De
Maillet backwards—published in 1748, mixed sensible observations
(the laying down of sedimentary rocks by the retreating sea) with what
proved to be palpable absurdities (our fish ancestry being evidenced
by mermen). The latter became the pretext for his scientific mauling. In
an English gentleman’s hands, science “lends no countenance to such

117

insane and visionary ‘theories’”. The subversive notion of life’s “’self-

creating energies’ [is] not less ridiculous than that of Demaillet and his
mermaids”.'¥

Portraying geology in the squire’s hands as safe and De Maillet as
deranged would have flagged him up to the deists, for whom a “self-
creating” nature was now a given. Carlile admitted in 1824 that Telliamed
was “the most interesting book I have read upon the subject”."* De Maillet
had actually been an astute observer and privy to esoteric Arab sources
and legends, but merely mooting his fables of tailed mermen brought
hoots of derision from readers of the Republican. Not “so much a fool as
a Madman”, wrote one. The critical reader continued: Carlile follows De
Maillet and now makes us “the offspring of a Fish or some Amphibious
Animal. I really pity the Man [Carlile], if his long Imprisonment has
been the Cause of his Derangement.””” Much of Telliamed would have
appealed ordinarily—but for the mermaids. On the mermaids, at least,
anti-infidels and anti-Christians could concur. That the human “began
his career as a fish”, or “for aught [ De Maillet] defines to the contrary, an
oyster or a cockle” was a “monstrous idea” to Christians, and obviously
some Republican readers. To cap this, Carlile’s warriors were now
using Cuvier’s and De Maillet’s “arithmetic of infinites” to stretch the

136 Rudwick 2005, 129; Grayson 1983, 31.
137 Quarterly Review 27 (June 1822): 459-61.

138 Republican 10 (12 Nov. 1824): 592-93; Carlile’s preface to Toulmin 1854 [1824], v.
139 Republican 11 (3 June 1825): 687; on De Maillet’s life: [De Maillet] 1755, “Vie” 1-23.
Mermaids fabricated in Japan were still being exhibited in London’s tawdrier

showrooms in the 1820s (Ritvo 1997, 178-80).
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“six demiurgic days ... by the touch of this necromantic talisman” into
millions of years.'*

Not least is this interesting because it shows what was accessible on
the street. While Pietro Corsi has singled out the “surprising” survival
of De Maillet in continental geological literature into the nineteenth

century,'!

it is no more of a surprise that his book surfaced on Britain’s
streets. While the French transformist Lamarck was relatively unknown
in the 1820s, Telliamed, it seems, was accessible. It is not known whether
Carlile was using an English edition or the American (1797) based on
it. But that these were available is shown by old copies surfacing: for
example, a second-hand Telliamed advertised for a shilling in a later
Reasoner.'*>

Still the question had not been answered: how had prehistoric
life appeared sequentially? Telliamed and the other Enlightenment
authorities fixed on spontaneous generation.'*® This had an obvious
attraction. Fundamental active, or living, particles provided a perfect
democratic metaphor. They were self-organizing, self-willed, and
in control of their own destiny—a natural legitimation of the right of
‘social atoms’ to better themselves through collective action. A shared
social/biological lexicon reinforced the belief that nature was on the
deists” side. The obstetrician James Watson mooted life rising through
“the elements of matter in combination and by co-operative properties
and powers”."** Not for them the traditionalist argument that man and
nature were subject to Divine edict, a sort of legislative command from
‘above’. Kings might claim their authority from it, and priests their
power, but an upstart nature was revolting. Power for the deists lay

140 Murray 1831, 22.

141 Corsi 2005, 75.

142 Reasoner 9 (1 May 1850): 47.

143 Republican 9 (28 May1824): 688-89 for Carlile’s musings on the subject.
Spontaneous or “equivocal generation” implied chance, and that tarred it in
traditional eyes as materialistic and atheistic: Roe 1983, 171-72; Farley 1972, 1977;
Desmond 1989, 70. This Enlightenment faith in species, indeed faunas, arising
‘spontaneously” would ultimately settle into some sort of scientific respectability
(in Germany anyway) as the theory of ‘autochthons’—“sprung from the earth”—
to explain the new ecosystems emerging after each geological revolution (Rupke
2005).

144 Republican 8 (15 Aug. 1823): 174. “I call myself a Social Atom—a small speck on
the surface of society”, an old foot soldier for democracy began his autobiography:
W. E. Adams 1903, 1: xiii.
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‘below’, with atoms as with people, uniting and co-operating. Rotting
flesh served to show the regenerative properties and self-organizing
ability of ‘inanimate’ matter as it brought forth tiny life. Carlile’s jailed
shop assistants rebutted Volney’s religious critics, who made the atomic
self-assembly of a human a laughingstock:

how is it, that from a piece of putrified [sic] meat, thousands of animated,
organized beings proceed? If the corruption of a piece of meat can do this
before your eyes and you cannot account for it but by heat, acting on
certain particles, why deny the power of unintelligent matter?'*

But Carlile himself, discussing the ‘spontaneous’ appearance of
intestinal worms, thought this example of little consequence: whether
from egg or atoms, this only explained the appearance of individuals,
not new races. Nevertheless, when it came to species, materialists could
agree that, somehow, combinations of matter had originally made new
ones, even humans, and would again under the same conditions."*¢ But
the question of how remained unanswered.

In the mechanics’ literature, the “vitality of matter” issue was heating
up in the late 1820s. The question was whether the principle of life was
a divine gift, or “whether each particle possesses inherent powers of life
in its separate state, and thus spontaneously arises from decaying forms
to engage in new scenes of activity.”"¥” Evidence for self-organizing
vital particles was filtering in from France, where it was favoured by
republican savants. They too saw life as an innate property of matter or
organization. And they too abhorred a top-down spiritual “command
structure”, from which the king derived his warrant and matter its
divine spark.'

145 Newgate Monthly Magazine 1 (1 Nov. 1825): 107.

146 Republican 7 (28 Mar. 1823): 401; 9 (28 Mar. 1824): 688-89.

147 MM 12 (12 Sept. 1839): 46, 88-91, debating Milne Edwards’s work in France and
the active molecules of the British Museum’s Robert Brown (of ‘Brownian motion’
fame). The debate over “atomic atheism” had a long history among gentlemen
philosophers, unknown to street propagandists (Goodrum 2002).

148 Jacyna 1983b, 325-26. French materialist sciences were coming in to Britain
partly through press snippets discussing the republican and transformist Bory
de St Vincent (Corsi 2021, 365). For example, “On the Tendency of Matter to
become Organized” (Edinburgh New Philosophical Journal 4 [1827-8]: 194-96),
and “Spontaneous Organization of Matter” (Arcana of Science 2 [1829]: 144).
Jacyna 1987, on Bory’s role in the ‘immanentist’ scientific tradition in Paris and its
republican context.
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Republican faith in self-generation was excoriated by religious
critics. The church militant was stepping up; preachers denied any
innate “tendency to a higher state of being”. Life’s adaptation was the
supreme proof of “a creating Intelligence”, meaning purpose was built
in from the start. The Rev. Benjamin Godwin, rising to the challenge
thrown down by local Bradford infidels in 1833, tore into Holbach’s
System of Nature and Carlile’s Deist. No mind that “primitive man did,
perhaps, at first, differ more from the actual man than the quadruped
differs from the insect”, he said, quoting Holbach. However much
mankind had improved since his primordial production, he still had to
start somewhere. But without the constraints of intelligence, a chance
concurrence of atoms would have thrown up “thousands of monstrous
shapes” of every useless combination, not organs designed for a purpose
or animals adapted to niches.'

Favourable conditions or atomic intelligence guided this building
process for infidels. While detractors laughed at their hocus-pocus of
“mysterious chemistry”,"™ the Republican materialists never lost faith
in thinking matter steered by planetary conditions engendering life.
Even Erasmus Darwin (who died 1802) was resurrected by deists in the
1820s, for his poetic attempts at a non-biblical production of man. He too
had dramatically portrayed the primordial animation of a some simple
“threadlet of matter”, whence it hoisted itself on its upward path by
striving for warmth, food, and moisture. A “pernicious” doctrine that
would “infuse poison” into innocents, grumbled the humble Magazine of
Natural History.™' This was Telliamed updated and medically sober, with
everything tracings its origins back to the “briny deep”. Only this time
the more sensible evidence came from the fact that “all quadrupeds and
mankind in their embryon state are aquatic animals”. They recapitulate
their ancestral life and emerge from their embryonic fluids at birth.
Darwin, as a doctor, had credence. He was seen putting reason above
rhyme and was hailed as “the most philosophical, although not the

149 B. Godwin 1834, 168, 175, 180-81; Holbach [Mirabaud] 1834, 80; Morrell 1985,
11-13; Topham 2022, 359-62.

150 Rennie 1834, 51.

151 MNH 4 (Jan. 1831): 53-54, reviewing the new and orthodox King’s College,
London, professor James Rennie’s Insect Transformations, published by the Society
for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge; [Rennie] 1830, 9. On Rennie’s hack writing
and short-lived King’s career: Page 2008.
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most perfect of poets”. The technical magazines talked of his “beautiful”
lines.”* His poetry turned up everywhere in the mechanics’ journals
of the 1820s, as did his medical, technological, and scientific asides
on nature.”™ The allusions only tail off in the 1830s, when they start to
overlap with his grandson Charles’s Beagle discoveries. In fact, you could
still find him—*“one of our finest poets”—railing against “the tyrant’s
power” in Julian Harney’s Democratic Review as late as 1850:

Hear nations hear, this truth sublime,
He who allows oppression shares the crime.'*

So, in the 1820s Erasmus Darwin still generated passion in circles high
and low, with as much derision in one as veneration in the other. We
find the radical co-ordinator Francis Place reading Darwin’s Zoonomia
in 1826." And Carlileans believed “the beautiful speculations of a
Darwin, throw much credit on modern philosophy,” because he had
stripped superstition out of life’s equation.’® Well almost. Watson (the
obstetrician) thought him a genius but saw him pandering to patrons,
with expensive poetry tomes “designed for the libraries of the higher
and respectable classes as the wealthy people stile [sic] themselves.” It
rankled that Darwin, despite praising the inherent properties of matter,
could still in self-contradictory fashion assign it all to a “controuling
[sic] power above nature”:

—And high in golden characters record
The immense munificence of NATURE’S LORD.

This took the gloss off for some anti-clericals. Darwin was truckling to the
“prevailing prejudices and cant of the day”."® But his poetry sweetened

152 LMR 1 (22 Jan. 1825): 183; (29 Jan. 1825): 196; 2 (13 Aug. 1825): 265—all the praise
coming from George Birkbeck at the LMI.

153 They can be found scattered through the MM, LMR, London Journal of Arts and
Sciences, Register of the Arts and Sciences, and Gill’s Technological Repository.

154 Democratic Review 1 (Apr. 1850): 418.

155 Jaffe 2007, 145.

156 Republican 10 (26 Nov. 1824): 666.

157 Republican 8 (15 Aug. 1823): 172; (12 Sept. 1823): 302. Browne 1989 on Erasmus
Darwin’s readership. Into the 1820s Darwin was still bandied around in high
society. Recall Sheridan’s put down of some “beautiful but far-fetched” idea of
Darwin’s being received “with great éclat” at Brookes’s by the royal party around
the Prince of Wales (MC, 2 Mar. 1827).

158 Republican 8 (12 Sept. 1823): 298, 303.
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the bitter materialist pill,’ and his radical influence and obnoxiousness
to the authorities in the 1790s cannot be denied. It was best illustrated
by one incident in that incendiary decade: the police raided a London
Corresponding Society stalwart, John Thelwall—because the authorities
were petrified that the LCS was about to call for a French Revolutionary-
style Convention—and seized, among other things, a copy of Darwin’s
Botanic Garden!"®°

Darwin’s republican poetry was trashed after the French Revolution.
Now it was trashed again in the 1820s, derided in ‘higher’ circles for its
“fantastical dandisettism”. “Sound was preferred to sense; high words to
high thoughts,” said a review in 1824. It debated whether his sort of dirty
science was not killing the imagination. As the spiritual world is denied,
mechanism is all that is left. “Frankenstein” is the most that imagination
can inspire to—a magic spark animating dead flesh. But the Frankenstein
monster is “a vile lump of earth, with nothing spiritual about him,”
just as Holbach’s atomic man was an empty shell. Frankenstein stands
in condemnation of what disreputable “philosophers have supposed
possible”. Dr Darwin and the deists, “who enquired how men were
made” had so long talked up the issue that “they almost persuaded
themselves that they had been in the manufactory” at the moment of
production and had seen the atomic bodies rise from the dirt.'!

El

This gives a sense of how tantalizing the ideological question of origins
had become in deist circles in the later 1820s. All the while, the incoming
progressive geology, by ruling out the eternalist riposte to Christians,
was forcing Saull’s cadre to look for a new ‘natural’ solution to the recent
emergence of humans. A new rhetorical strategy was needed, which

159 Goldstein 2017, 708-72.

160 Thelwall 1837, 164; Mee 2016, 181. Thelwall’s interest in Darwin stemmed as much
from his anatomical fascination. Thelwall had attended lectures at Guy’s and St
Thomas'’s hospitals, where he notoriously decried vitalism, as Lawrence would a
generation later. But Thelwall’s Jacobinism and medical materialism (related, as
Solomonescu 2014 shows) were more long lasting than Lawrence’s.

161 Philomathic Journal 1 (1824): 434; 4 (1826): 127. Fara 2012 on the political message
behind Darwin’s seemingly innocuous poems, which the pauper press and the
authorities were equally attuned to.
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would allow them to pick up the anti-infidel gauntlet, to say where,
outside the Bible, you could find a satisfactory account of mankind’s
appearance. So far, the deist response had been inadequate. Watching
the ‘eternalist’ argument evaporate, they could only feebly retort that,
even

though Materialists have not yet been able to prove the primary cause
of the existence or origin of the larger animals, it does not follow that
they are to despair of ever arriving at the great and mysterious secret;
or that they are to jump at once, into the admission, of the existence of a
supernatural almighty designing creative power or being; the existence of
which, is as difficult or more difficult to be proved...'s

By the late 1820s, the deists” Nature ran close to being personified as
either the energetic Earth or the aggregate of its live atoms. And with
the revelation of the rise of life, coupled with the assumption that
“lower” forms were being pushed into “higher” ones—ranking remained
unquestioned in biology, even as the new class warriors were starting to
challenge it in society—deists saw successively greater power outputs
needed to push life up the ladder. Increasingly greater pushes were
needed to drive this emergent complexity. Thus it became commonplace
in street propaganda to hear of Nature’s power increasing through time
to heave life ever “upwards”.'3

Simultaneously, with geology throwing up these new imperatives,
a new breed of flamboyant deist was re-igniting astro-theological
explanations to delegitimize the Jewish fables of Creation. Saull had
come from Carlile’s camp with a lot of baggage. Now he would take
it to the chapels of these new provocateurs. So strong and financially
extravagant was his support for the new blasphemy preachers that he
would be indicted in court for it, in an episode marking his shocking
public debut.

162 Republican 8 (15 Aug. 1823): 173. Interestingly, Lamarck was all but unknown
among Carlile’s cadre before Charles Lyell’s exposé in his Principles of Geology in
1832. Therefore street deists in the 1820s had no recourse to Lamarck’s escalating
ladder of living species and his idea of needs causing bodily transformations.

163 Such beliefs ran right through to the 1840s (E. Martin [1844], 6).






4. From the Devil’'s Chaplain to
That Dirty Little Jacobin

Robert Taylor ...William Devonshire Saull ... being persons of wicked,
profane, and irreligious minds and dispositions, and disregarding the
laws and religion of this realm ... did wickedly and impiously conspire,
combine, confederate, and agree together, to blaspheme our Lord
and Saviour Jesus Christ, and to bring into ridicule and contempt the
Christian Religion and the Holy Scriptures. And ... did afterwards ...
open a certain room, for the purpose, amongst other things, of delivering
therein blasphemous and impious discourses, and did utter and deliver,
and cause to be uttered and delivered, divers blasphemous and impious
discourses, of and concerning our said Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ,
and the Christian Religion, and the Holy Scriptures, in the presence and
hearing of divers, to wit, five hundred persons ... and did also ... print
and publish, and cause to be printed and published, a certain impious
and blasphemous libel, in the form of an advertisement, in order to
induce and persuade persons to be present at the said discourses, which
said advertisement then and there contained therein the scandalous and
impious matters following, of and concerning our said Lord and Saviour
Jesus Christ and the Holy Scriptures, that is to say—"Christian Evidence
Society. The 93d discussion will be held in the Areopagus on Tuesday, the
13th inst., at seven precisely. Subject—'The Character of Christ’....The rev.
orator will deliver a philippic in exposure of the atrocious villanies [sic]
that characterize the Jewish Vampire (meaning our said Lord and Saviour
Jesus Christ) ... [”] ... And did also ... publish and cause to be published,
divers other impious and blasphemous libels, of and concerning our
said Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, the Christian Religion, and the Holy
Scriptures; to the high displeasure of Almighty God, to the great scandal
of the Christian religion, to the evil example of all other persons, and
against the peace of our said Lord the King, his crown and dignity.

The first count on the indictment of Taylor, Saull, and others at the
Court of King’s Bench, on Wednesday, 16 January 1828.!

1 Times, 17 Jan. 1828, 3.
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Saull made his public debut in the dock. This court case is what first
brought him to prominence, with the Times and leading dailies garishly
reporting his indictment in 1828 at the King’s Bench. A sensational
trial was expected. He was charged, not merely as a disciple of the
flamboyant infidel preacher, the Rev. Robert Taylor, shortly to be dubbed
the “Devil’s Chaplain”, but as one of his financial backers. For Saull, this
funding was to provide its own intellectual payoff, allowing him to use
Taylor’s astro-theology as the basis for his own scientific heresies. But it
brought more immediate problems.

Prosecuting them both was the highest paid advocate in the land,
Sir James Scarlett, newly knighted and appointed Attorney-General. It
was he who had notoriously prosecuted the Peterloo protestors after
the massacre. Scarlett, a Whig-turning-Tory, and turning more and
more against parliamentary reform, specialized in sedition and libel
cases. In his words, Saull was one of Taylor’s “nest of vermin” to be
cleaned out.? Scarlett intended this as a show trial, a warning to those
who would contest the Christian law of the land. But the dandyish
Rev. Robert Taylor intended it to be a show trial in quite another sense
of the word.

Presiding on the bench was Lord Chief Justice Tenterden, who sat
in awe of Sir James. He, too, had just been elevated. As Sir Charles
Abbott, he had been a talent-less advocate, whose lack of eloquence
was outweighed by his mastery of mercantile law. That specialism did
not stop the Tory anti-reformer—who was made King’s Bench chief
justice in 1818—judging a Who’s Who of insurrectionists, radicals,
blasphemers, libellers, and seditious publishers. It was Abbott who had
given Carlile his Dorchester sentence in 1819. He had gone on to jail Mrs
(Jane) Carlile, while sending another Carlile shopworker Mrs Susannah
Wright with her baby to Newgate.> One understands why infidels said

2 R. Taylor 1828a, 34. The words were actually used in Taylor’s October 1827 trial by
Scarlett (Lion 1 [8 Feb. 1828]: 167).

3 Frow and Frow 1989, 36, 40; Keane, 2006; Epstein 1994, 40-61, 107-08; Wiener
1983, 23-48; Marsh 1998, 68; Anon. 1821; Anon. 1822. Abbott had also sentenced
Carlile’s rival blasphemy publisher in 1820, Thomas Davison, leading Carlile to
take over his stock. Up before Abbott at various times had been the revolutionary
Arthur Thistlewood and the Cato Street conspirators, William Hone, William
Cobbett, and Henry Hunt. As a staunch Tory, Abbott opposed the Corporation
and Test Bill, Catholic emancipation, and shortly the Reform Bill.
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they would rather face the black friars of the Inquisition than Abbott.*
Carlile’s “dingy and somewhat repellent-looking” Fleet Street shop
was eventually arranged to thwart these continuing injunctions. Since
prosecutions depended on an informant buying blasphemous prints
from an assistant, whom the authorities could identify and charge, the
shop was stripped bare, all stock being removed out of sight upstairs. A
customer’s request was answered by a disembodied voice from a hole in
the ceiling above. A basket was lowered to collect the penny or so, and
returned with the requested pamphlet.®

Theatrical defences provided a visitor spectacle, and Taylor’s was
expected to top the lot. Saull’s “vermin” thus generated great excitement
on their appearance at the Court of King’s Bench, Guildhall, in the City
of London on 16 January 1828. At Taylor’s previous trial (he had been
convicted but sentencing was deferred until this one, to take account
of new charges), fashionable ladies had turned out en masse for the
show. The Morning Post was relieved to see fewer this time. Still, crowds
gathered even before the doors had opened, and court officers had
trouble stopping them from flooding into the seats reserved for the
Council. Taylor flounced in at 9.30 a.m. in “full canonicals, with white
kid gloves, dress shoes and stockings, and all the attributes of modern
dandyism.”® When the “The King against Taylor” was called, his flock
in the gallery rose up, causing Tenterden to threaten to clear the court.
Taylor was in “high spirits”, clutching rolls of paper, intending to defend
himself. Nearby sat a supportive Carlile.

Coming to public prominence on a blasphemy charge might
have been a badge of honour for rough and ready Carlileans, but
for a “resident freeman and liveryman of this city” it could have
consequences. Saull the merchant preferred to remain in the shadow,
and, like the other backers, hired the prominent Whig ‘civil rights’
lawyer Henry Brougham for his defence. For Saull, particularly, as a
City trader, this was the more necessary because it was two anti-infidel
City aldermen who had brought the indictment, probably encouraged
by the government. They paid for the case out of city funds (which

4 Isis 1 (25 Feb. 1832): 48.

Vizetelly 1 (1893): 68—69.

6  Morning Post, 17 Jan. 1828. MC 17 Jan. 1828, 3; Times, 17 Jan. 1828, 3; New Times, 17
Jan. 1828, 1.

a1
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was controlled by the aldermen) and had hired Scarlett as prosecutor.”
Saull faced three counts, 1) a conspiracy to blaspheme and carry it out
by setting up rooms as an infidel chapel—called the “Areopagus”—in
Cannon Street, 2) to bring Christianity into disrepute by so doing, and
3) to continue to utter blasphemies up to the time of the trial. In fact, he
was simply being indicted for funding the “Areopagus” venue, by way
of warning other wealthy backers.?

As a City merchant, Saull acted the outraged innocent. A week
before his court debut, he had already drafted a memorial to the
Common Council of the City (the Mayor, Aldermen, and Common:s).
He indignantly protested his innocence, denying that he was “a person
of an evil and wicked mind”, or had caused “breaches of the peace”.
He disingenuously denied knowing “the said Rev. Robert Taylor or ...
the other parties”, even if he had “occasionally” attended “meetings,
at which were assembled numerous and highly respectable persons
of both sexes, and of all ages.” And then he only entered because
the posters had piqued his interest. He had been “falsely charged”.
Anyway, charging him was a misuse of City funds, and he appealed to
the court’s known tolerance of freedom of conscience, “which it is the
boast of Englishmen”. This charade of innocence, so necessary in these
blasphemy cases, continued. “On the contrary,” pleaded Saull, he was

a person whose respectability of character has been long and well
established and whose property has been acquired by his own industry;
... he has character to maintain and property to defend, and has, therefore,
the strongest inducements to preserve, not to disturb the peace and good
order of society.’

This was the crux. It was precisely because of his wealthy City status
that Saull was being ‘nailed’, in the slang of the day. He was to be made
an example. The government wanted the funding cut off to throttle the
infidel chapels. The police had been keeping tabs on Taylor’s group,
and their reports hint at the motive for indicting Saull and the other
backers. These financiers had kept Taylor afloat. The star performer

7 Saull 1828b; R. Taylor 1828a.

8  McCalman 1988, 190 on what little is known of the “Areopagus” hall up to this
point.

9  Saull 1828b. This “Memorial” was written on 12 January and presented to the
Common Council on the 17th.
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could not have continued treading the boards to mock Christianity
without them—they were the kingmakers, behind the scenes, “men of
some property”, said a spy, who “so far keep aloof from many of lower
rate, but of more courageous or hardened principles”.!® That made
them dangerous. There is some reason to suppose the spy’s intelligence
was being passed on. One anti-infidel alderman called Saull out when
the Common Council debated his defence (Saull’s “Memorial”, see
Appendix 3). Samuel Dixon, the longest serving councillor, said he

had good ground for believing, that what Mr. Saull said was not true. It
would be made evident in a Court of Law, that Mr. Saull did take part in
the proceedings; that he held an office in [Taylor’s] Society; and that he
was a joint proprietor of the place of meeting.

That reeks of insider knowledge. Saull’s wild canard, set flying, was
now being shot down. A cabal of councillors was clearly out to expose
him. One, Alderman Atkins, hated by radicals as “Hell-fire Jack’, was
the prime instigator of the prosecution. Atkins, an anti-Catholic, anti-
reformer—who was hissed on the streets and once had a brick thrown
in his carriage—was a former Lord Mayor, and an “illiberal, peevish,
ignorant bigot”, in Taylor’s words. The “Areopagus”, being in his
ward, was simply intolerable, and he caused a “tumult” at the council
discussion by repeating Taylor’s blasphemous crudities. Even though
most councillors agreed that the prosecution (two called it persecution)
was wrong, either not sanctioned by scripture or an infringement of
freedom of conscience, and that Saull “was a respectable and very good
man, whatever errors he may have adopted in speculative opinions”, no
action was taken to stop the case."

Turning to the Rev. Robert Taylor, it will become apparent that Saull
was more deeply embroiled in the “Areopagus” episode than ever he let
on. And being enamoured of Taylor’s “blasphemous” astro-theology, he
would find good use for it as his scientific views matured.

10 HO64/11, f. 46 (Feb. 1828).

11  The Common Council’s deliberation of Saull’s “Memorial” was widely reported:
MC, 18 Jan. 1828, 1; Times, 18 Jan. 1828, 2; Morning Post, 18 Jan. 1828; Courier, 18
Jan. 1828, 3; New Times, 18 Jan. 1828, 2; Trades Free Press, 19 Jan. 1828, 206; Atlas, 20
Jan. 1828, 35; On Atkins: Spencer 2009; Welch 1896, 181; Beaven 2 (1913): lviii, 141.
R. Taylor 1828a, 46, on Atkins the “bigot”.
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Blasphemy Chapels

The Rev. Robert Taylor was a meteoric phenomenon: an Anglican priest
spouting deist blasphemies—a theatrical ranter of prodigious memory
and encyclopaedic knowledge, whose debunking of Christianity
using zodiacal esoterica would so dramatically influence Saull. His
profanation was titillating, and it started pulling large audiences away
from Carlile. His dandyism was beguiling,'? hence the retinue of well-
dressed ladies in his train. Of course, an exotic Thespian, puncturing the
pious scripturalism of the age, simply infuriated the City fathers.
Taylor’s restless trajectory had been extraordinary. From elite-trained
surgeon at Guy’s and St Thomas’s hospitals to high-flying Cambridge
graduate and ordinand, he seemed to have had it all. But a catastrophic
collapse of faith, followed by recantations, more crises, and finally a
lapse into deism, turned the “gay Lothario to a melancholy Jaques”,
as a biographer put it. His satires, pricking religious sensibilities,
turned Swiftian, as his self-image became one of “champion, a martyr,
a sufferer”.’® The more venomous the reaction, the more vehement his
display. 1824 saw the itinerant hack traipsing round London’s taverns
peddling his theatrical sacrilege under the name of the “Christian
Evidence Society”. At first, it was biting dissections of biblical apologias.
The act encouraged grog-house participation: more vaudeville than
theatrical, with votes taken at the end, ayes and nays for the anti-
Christian motion. As participatory profanation, it was even more
subversive to the authorities. Nor did they make any bones about why
they were going to ‘nab” him (in another colloquialism of the day). With
London a crime-ridden metropolis, this irresponsible apostate with his
Christ-as-“Jewish vampire” wit would loosen the social restraints. In a
sprawling city of massively unequal wealth, privilege, and power, the
belief that only fear of other-worldly punishment would stop the masses
rising up was widespread. So said the Lord Chief Justice on justifying
Taylor’s sentence: he might induce a convert to “commit crimes ...

12 Nor was this flamboyant dash incongruous in such a context. Elizabeth Amann, in
Dandyism in the Age of Revolution (2015), has shown how the new sartorial cut was
thrown up by revolutionary politics: it evoked a sartorial space that rejected the
sans-culotte Terror but still endorsed an exuberant rational revolution.

13 Cutnern.d., 6, 8.
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which, but for the removal of the restraints of religion, he never would
have practised”."*

The “Irreverend” took his show round the taverns: the Globe in Fleet
Street, the Crown and Anchor in the Strand, the Crown and Rolls Room
in Chancery Lane, and many more.”® These were not small, some were
huge auditoriums: the Crown and Anchor was a standard venue for
political rallies and social celebrations and could accommodate 2,500. The
radical Samuel Bamford, introduced to it by Benbow, was transfixed and
thought it “wonderfully grand”.'* However grand, Taylor was fighting
for elbow room in the city. The lecturing marketplace was crowded, but
he gained a niche with his bleeding edge of bawd and blasphemy. Nor
was there anything strange about picking up pennies in tavern venues.
This was standard practice not only for political and religious orations,
but, as we are coming to realize, scientific ones as well. Independent
lecturing was a growth trade in London as orators and oracles selling the
latest science took to the stump.!”” And Taylor’s particular dramas would
eventually compete with the London stage—reaching a peak later with
his popular character, the “Archbishop of Cant”. All of this got him huge
audiences, with many followers poached from Carlile. However much
Carlile approved of Taylor spoofing the Christian liturgy, he hated it
when Taylor developed his own mock liturgy. “Such trash”, he said, not
mincing his words."® But even he recognized that Taylor had carved out
a unique blasphemous corner in London’s lecturing empire.

Success led to his apostles looking for a permanent venue. They had
to vie with Dissenters for these halls, and there was sweet satisfaction at

14  Times, 8 Feb. 1828, 4; R. Taylor 1828a, 45. Details of Taylor’s life from Cutner n.d.;
Comet 1 (3 May 1832): 35-37; R. Taylor [Talasiphron] 1833.

15 Cutner n.d. Co-operators also met in the Crown and Rolls Room: Co-Operative
Magazine 1 (Feb. 1826): 56. Taylor held court in smaller dives as well, favouring
Lunt’s Coffee House in Clerkenwell Green, where John Gale Jones was a regular
(Gentleman’s Magazine [Nov. 1844]: 550-51). “Irreverend” was a common joke, for
example, Republican 14 (1 Dec. 1826): 669.

16  Bamford 1893, 18; Timbs 1866, 179-80; Parolin 2010, ch. 4, for a modern study.

17 Science ‘marketplace’ studies have taken off recently: see the informative essays
in Fyfe and Lightman, 2007. Besides venues, the period began to see a rise in
publishers” hacks—cheap science popularizers—trying to create a new type of
authorial vocation (Fyfe 2005; Lightman 2007). Venues and theatricality seem to
be a lesser explored topic, but see Morus 1993, 1998, 2010; Huang 2016, 2017; Hays
1983.

18  Republican 14 (11 Aug. 1826): 130. Marsh 1998, 348 n.81; McCalman 1992, 57.
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taking a chapel from their nemesis, the Congregationalist preacher Dr
Bengo Collyer, the impressive Salter’s Hall in Swithin’s Lane, Cannon
Street.” They put the deposit down in 1826, but something prevented
them from gaining access, and they had to set up first in the run-down
Independents” Founder’s Hall Chapel, in Lothbury, near the Bank of
England. Here Taylor cut “a very extraordinary figure ... with a reverend
hat and a glass suspended from his neck by a broad blue riband”. The
hall lacked the dash of the man, but, from July 1826, Taylor ran his
Sunday “Divine Service” and “sacred dramas” here for a few months
and attracted large congregations, “chiefly mild, sober, respectable
and moral people”. These were middling sorts who could afford the
sixpence entrance fee for some titillating Sunday morning excitement
and were prepared to run the gauntlet of Christian saboteurs trying to
break up the proceedings.”” The talks were exciting, disputants would
rise from the audience, and a show of hands at the end would decide
the Bible’s verisimilitude. Late in 1826, the Taylor ensemble finally took
over Collyer’s splendid Salter’s Hall Chapel and properly inaugurated
the “Areopagus”. No dive this: designed by the architect of St Paul’s
School, it was “handsome and very elaborate”, with its impressive four-
pillared portico entrance and huge interior, lighted by “semicircular
headed windows, over which are tablets beautifully sculptured with
the Grecian honey-suckle”. Nor was the neighbourhood down and
out, for the hall was “prettily situated in a planted garden”. Deism was
going upmarket. After “fumigating it well, in consequence of its late
occupation by Dr. Collyer”, as Carlile quipped, Divine Services were
resumed. Each Sunday would see Taylor in full canonicals, with the
public seated in rows and fashionable ladies in the side boxes. But it
was a church service mocked. As word spread, his sacrilegious services
became ever more popular, with shopkeepers jostling with mechanics
for a seat in the pews.”

19 GM [Nov. 1844]: 550-51.

20 Republican 14 (28 July 1826): 73; (11 Aug. 1826): 129-35; (8 Sept. 1826): 263-64; (29
Sept. 1826): 353-61; (6 Oct. 1826): 401. The rent was £60 a year and expenses the
same, so Taylor had to recoup £120 in sixpences. Reasoner 5 (16 Aug. 1848): 18890,
recalled the scene, with the chairman in the pulpit, and Taylor on the rostrum
below him, combatting arguments from an audience that included the future M.P.
for Tower Hamlets George Thompson.

21 McCalman, 1988 189-90. Prothero 1979, 260; Republican 14 (1 Dec. 1826):669; Comet
1 (3 May 1832): 35-36; Shepherd 1827, 152.
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Taylor’s astro-theology was already in evidence. We know it from
Carlile—a grumbling regular in the pews—because he wanted Taylor
to do away with the “nonsense about the sun being our father, the earth
our mother, and the homage of one star to another...”? But the straight-
talking Carlile was now sidelined. Astro-theology would become more
and more central to Taylor’s drama.

How far Saull was responsible for financing we do not know. The
evidence is fragmentary for this early date. But he had clearly swung
into Taylor’s camp. The group had bought the Salter’s Hall for £1,850 in
autumn 1826, paying for it by issuing £5 shares and borrowing money.
That the wealthy Saull was paying out is suggested by the fact that, only
months later, a nark reported secretly that Saull was not only part of
Taylor’s “Committee”, but one of the hard-core who remained faithful
through thick and thin.?® By now, Taylor was calling Saull “my kind
friend”,* and this “kind friend” was to stand bail for Taylor barely six
weeks after the “Areopagus” opened. In February 1827, when Taylor
was first arrested, Saull put up the £100 bail. Even then, he knew he was
liable to forfeit it, because it depended on Taylor’s good behaviour while
free—and Taylor had no intention of discontinuing his blasphemous
liturgy.®

This was Taylor’s first court appearance on a blasphemy charge,
with a hearing on 21 February 1827. The case was brought by the Lord
Mayor and Alderman Atkins, who were determined to detoxify this
“moral poison”. Taylor was charged with “having wickedly, maliciously,
unlawfully, scandalously, and blasphemously” impugned “in a loud
voice” Our “Lord and Saviour of the World, Jesus Christ”. But Taylor
was not one to be intimidated at this Mansion House hearing. He stood
in the dock, dressed in an embroidered blue cloak,* and outraged the
proceedings by invoking parables about the Gadarene swine as the first

22 Republican 14 (1 Dec. 1826): 670.

23 HO64/11, f. 6 (13 Aug. 1827). The spy was Abel Hall. On the costs: Royle 1979,
468; Comet 1 (3 May 1832): 37.

24 R. Taylor 1828a, 35; Lion 1 (8 Feb. 1828): 168.

25 New Times, 22 Feb. 1827, 4; Times, 22 Feb. 1827, 4; Examiner, 25 Feb. 1827; Bell’s Life
in London and Sporting Chronicle, 25 Feb. 1827; Atlas, 25 Feb. 1827, 119. Saull spoke
for the other bails, who were Charles Grimwood, potato dealer; Samuel Purnell,
fishmonger; and Christopher Scales, butcher.

26 Atlas, 25 Feb. 1827, 119; Examiner, 25 Feb. 1827; Comet 1 (3 May 1832): 37; Bell’s Life
in London and Sporting Chronicle, 25 Feb. 1827.
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martyrs of Christianity (to the cheers of three hundred followers) and
ended his court performance with the City Solicitor publicly dubbing
him “The Irreverend!”. Saull and others each stumped up £100 for
Taylor’s bail. But free again, pending the trial proper, Taylor kept up his
mockery of Divine Services.

Then, in the Spring of 1827, Atkins added two new counts, and now
included Saull and five others on the indictment sheet for “a conspiracy
to overthrow the Christian religion”—and “conspiracy” is the operative,
because they were the financial facilitators. Taylor was nonplussed that
Atkins was “actually involving Mr. Saull himself in the meshes of law; for
the alleged crime of conspiring with me and five other persons, to bring
the Christian Religion into contempt; because, (my Lord), and there
were really no better grounds of presumption against him—because ‘he
was my friend, faithful and kind to me”.”*

All of this proves that, whatever Saull’s protest that he barely knew
Taylor, Dixon was right: Saull was one of the Committee and partly
responsible for the chapel. To complicate matters, Taylor was conned by
some swindlers and jailed for debt in the King’s Bench in June 1827 for
some months,? causing a management crisis at the Areopagus. The spy
staked out King’s Bench to identify Taylor’s visitors. And it was Saull,
one of the few stalwarts supporting him in jail, who was caught advising
Taylor in August that, in light of events, he should give up the hall and
return the money.” Accordingly, the chapel was sold at a £150 loss, with
the shareholders taking a hit, although the loans were paid off fully.
The winners in all this were the Dissenters, who avenged themselves by

27 R. Taylor 1828a, 35; Lion 1 (8 Feb. 1828): 168. Those indicted with Saull were two
labourers (William Freeman and John Hanger); the radical printer John Brooks;
Thomas Brushfield, an oil-man; and a “gentleman”, John Roome, who “was the
principal in trust for the Salter’s Hall Chapel”: Comet 1 (3 May 1832): 37; MC, 17
Jan. 1828. The only one fairly well known is Brooks, on whom see Lion 2 (10 Oct.
1828): 451-53 (for his refusing to take the oath in court); and PMG, 21 Nov. 1835
(having his property seized for refusing to pay the church rates); and Brooks 2009,
which shows that Brooks’s wife was a friend of Harriet Robinson, who married
Taylor in 1834.

28 This was a sobering experience. Taylor called it a “hideous dungeon” and
compared the prison marshal to “the triple-headed dog of hell”: R. Taylor 1828a,
40; Lion 1 (8 Feb. 1828): 165-76; (29 Aug. 1828): 273-81.

29 HO64/11,f. 6 (13 Aug. 1827); f. 28. Abel Hall was the spy. Taylor was not released
until about December: HO 64/11, £. 30.
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buying the hall back cheap, so “for ever precluding the possibility of this
chapel again becoming the Areopagus of Infidelity”.*

From this point on, Taylor’s troubles only compounded. His
blasphemy trial came up on 24 October 1827 at the Guildhall. Huge
numbers turned up, including his fan-base of “well-dressed and
youthful females”. Taylor in flowing gown was escorted by friends in
mock episcopal procession: “his neat clerical hat was conspicuously
borne in his hand, an eye-glass depended from his neck, and the little
finger of either hand was ornamented with a sumptuous ring”.? Despite
the show and his own three-hour defence, he was found guilty. But
sentencing was deferred, because the aldermen intended to bring more
charges and rope in Saull and the others. Therefore, a further trial was
planned, the one on 16 January 1828, referred to in the epigraph.

The conviction deflated Taylor’s backers, and many split off. But not
Saull. Undeterred, in December 1827, he and a couple of other diehard
supporters, reported the spy, secretly managed to lease a new hall in
Hanover Street, Long Acre, without divulging Taylor’s name; but the
landlord “found out their real intentions” and cancelled the contract.®
Saull, above all, remained loyal and at Taylor’s house the two men
continued their scheming, according to the spy. Nothing better shows
how deeply embedded Saull was in London’s small but noisy anti-
Christian community, whatever his public protestations. How much he
now owed to Carlile and Taylor can be seen from his flat rejection of
the Bible as inspired. By the end of 1827, he was openly cavilling at the
book’s flat-earth incongruities, the absurdities of the sun standing still
and other apparent suspensions of the “unalterable laws of nature”. He
leant heavily on William Lawrence, quoting him on the “ridiculous”
Ark and impossible repopulation fantasies. Like a generation of deists,
Saull saw these Pentateuchal legends as pale appropriations from the
Chaldeans. And, pointing to his real nascent interest, he contrasted the

30 Lion1 (9 May 1828): 605-06. Sale: Comet 1 (3 May 1832) 37.

31 R. Taylor 1828a, 3, for details of the “sermons” that got him convicted in 1828, one
of which described Christ as the “Jewish Vampire”.

32 HO 64/11, ff. 33, 41-42. Scheming on this with Saull was his long-time associate,
the teacher F. A. Augero, who would become Secretary of the Radical Reform
Association, and active, like Saull, in the Metropolitan Political Union and
National Political Union.
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immensity of astro-geological time and space with the myopic scriptural
image of the earth’s centrality and age.®

Saull’s own trial for blasphemous conspiracy, on 16 January 1828,
ran over to the next day. But Brougham’s defence was not needed. On
the 17, the trial was suspended, because some of the jurymen failed to
turn up.* In fact, it never resumed against Saull and his co-conspirators,
even though Taylor himself was prosecuted. Still, the trial had figured
prominently in all the papers, sometimes on the front page. Such
show trials were sensational but controversial. They were obviously
a threatening tactic, but they were coming to be seen as ineffective.
They were even counterproductive: Carlile’s well-publicized trials
bumped up his sales, but when the government stopped incarcerating
the “disgusting” man, the “sale of trash in that person’s shop fell 50 to
17.% Still, so many deists had ended up at His Majesty’s Pleasure that
a socialist wag later turned the scales to suggest that the parsons were
lucky that geologists were not in charge and able

to proclaim that their opinions alone were correct, and that all who
presumed to differ from them, were blasphemers, who would be sent
to prison, and visited, in addition, with heavy fines, if they dared to
promulgate their heterodox notions.?

Though Saull was never prosecuted, the indictment hung over him like
a sword of Damocles. His annoyance was shown by the fact that, of the
very few letters he published, three refer to this deferred prosecution.
His vicar sent him Watson’s Apology for the Bible, hoping to convert
the parish reprobate. But all he got back on Christmas Day 1827, was
a printed twenty-three-page tirade praising geology, astronomy, and
their spread via the new printing presses, for debunking Old Testament
absurdities. It ended up: “and although bigotry and fanaticism seem
to be forging their chains, ready to fetter and manacle the bodies and
minds of myself and others, yet I will resolutely proceed in the path I
have chosen ... whether in prison, or enjoying the sweets of liberty”.”

33 Saull 1828a.

34 Comet 1 (3 May 1832) 37.

35 Trades Free Press, 19 Jan. 1828, 206.
36 NMW 8 (26 Dec. 1840): 409.

37 Saull 1828a, 23.
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Over the months he appealed to three Chief Justices to quash or resume
the case, but none complied.

Ironically, seven months after the postponement, and with the threat
of indictment still hanging over his head, Saull was summonsed for jury
service. This led to a tortured letter to the Lord Chief Justice, published
in the Examiner. He noted the incongruity in being called to sit in
judgement on his fellows, because “at the present time I am actually a
prisoner on bail”. While “this charge hangs over me”, he said, he could
hardly be considered an impartial juror. And then there was the “deep
mental degradation and pain” Saull felt on being forced to swear on the
Bible as a juryman, when this book, being thought divinely-inspired,
“is declared to be ‘part and parcel of the law of the land’”, and was
responsible for him being in the dock in the first place.® Being a stout
believer in trial by jury, like so many freethinking radicals, he objected to
swearing on the Bible. Saull insisted on “solemn affirmation” for those
who demurred from “moral motives”. That is, he wanted atheists and
deists to be treated like Quakers.*

While Saull’s trial was postponed, Taylor’s was not. It was slated for
7 February 1828. Optimism at first reigned, as Saull’s group expected
him to “get off”. Accordingly, they started arranging for a new chapel,
to replace Salter’s Hall.*” But as the time drew nearer, pessimism set in,
with many predicting “he would get Three Years”. The informer was
now paying close attention to how the “men of property” would react
to the verdict. On the trial day, Taylor presented his usual spectacle,

38 The justices he appealed to were Tenterden, Sir Stephen Gaselee, and Sir William
Draper Best. Saull 1828¢c. Taylor, in Oakham jail, saw Saull’s “excellent letter”
on oath-taking in the Examiner. Oaths sworn on the Bible for him, too, were “an
insult to our honour, and an offense [sic] to our reason”: Lion 1828 2 (28 Nov.
1828): 689. Saull (1828c) also complained that he was relegated to trivial Guildhall
trials, rather than grand juries, despite having paid considerable taxes as a City
merchant. He saw his moral integrity being impugned: he was being barred
from important trials because of his beliefs. Marsh, 1998, 49-50, on the legal
deprivations suffered by blasphemers.

39 Saull 1828c. For Saull on Aldersgate wardmote oaths: TS, 24 Dec. 1835, 2; 26 Dec.
1835, 4. Another who notoriously refused to swear on the Bible was his friend
Julian Hibbert. Juries acquitted so many London Corresponding Society heroes
in the 1790s that the “Instauration Of Trial By Jury” was celebrated yearly by
radicals, including Saull, well into the nineteenth-century: MC, 3 Nov. 1846, 1; The
Era, 8 Nov. 1846; Morning Post, 7 Nov. 1846, 2; Nonconformist, 10 Nov. 1847, 799;
Daily News, 6 Nov. 1852.

40 HO64/11, f. 45.
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with clerical attire and sumptuous adornments, including the bevy of
young ladies in his train. But despite a two-hour plea for mitigation,
his scripture-scoffing and “exposure of the atrocious villanies [sic]
that characterise the Jewish Vampire” at Salter’s Hall got him a year
in Oakham Gaol. After this sentencing, more supporters peeled away,

“

leaving only Saull’s “aloof” and wealthy hard-core to rally round.*

Oakham was a 100-mile, two-day coach ride north, and, as such,
designed to isolate Taylor physically. But it was never the “hideous
dungeon” that was King’s Bench. It was salubrious by comparison,
surprisingly tiny, with five or six inmates at most. Fortunately, too,
the jailer and his family were accommodating, and, for the exorbitant
sum of 14s a week, Taylor was allowed a “very snug and decently
furnished parlour, which, together with the bed-room, and a servant’s
attendance”, befitted a gentleman of the cloth. This made it more like
a hotel, which was just as well, because Taylor made a bad martyr and
preferred his creature comforts. He was even allowed to stroll round
the extensive gardens.” And wander further afield, it appears. For he
posted back “serMons N sToNEs” to his “geological friends”, describing
local fossils as so many more “Christian Evidences” of “the falsehood
of the Mosaic account of the creation” and proofs “of the earth’s having
undergone changes, that could have been brought about only in the
revolution of millions of ages.” Taylor was obviously rambling in the
Rutland hills. “If our geological and stone-analyzing friend [Saull] cares
to pay the carriage”, wrote Taylor, “I can send him a hundred weight of
philosophical dirt.” Included would be the “shells of fishes that were
inhabitants of the County of Rutland, when Rutland’s hills and vales
were the deep unfathomed caves of ocean”. He even jokingly offered
the “vertebrae of men, that have waited for the resurrection, till the
archangel’s trumpet itself is oxydised.”*

41 HO 64/11, f. 46. The spy named this rump as “Saul [sic], Augero, Pummell and
the three others who are indicted with him for conspiracy”. Sentence: Times, 8 Feb.
1828, 4; R. Taylor 1828a, 45; Lion 1 (8 Feb. 1828): 165-76.

42 Lion1 (15 Feb. 1828): 196; Wiener 1983, 147; Comet 1 (3 May 1832) 37. Here, too, he
found time to dig himself deeper into trouble by writing the Syntagma—based on
the propositions that Christ never existed—in answer to the Rev. John Pye Smith
(R. Taylor 1828b).

43 Lion1 (21 Mar. 1828): 372.
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Distance meant isolation—"Oakham wmonNasterY”, Taylor called
it. For a clerical roué with an eye for the ladies, this was the hardest
part. “My only punishment here, will be solitude,” he sighed, but Saull
managed to get round even that. Rushed off to Oakham on the night of
his trial, Taylor had no time to pack linen and the necessities. So Saull
used a pub contact at the George Inn in Oakham to supply Taylor with
bed sheets and engaged this intermediary to pass on letters.* Back
in London, Saull’s support group moved up a gear. The spy watched
closely. They “set about immediately to make the case public. They
met at Carlile’s the same evening [as the trial] and he placarded his
Windows with the Sentence”. Day after day, Carlile’s shop was the
focus of campaign meetings, and “it was settled by Saul [sic] Carlile
and others at these Meetings that the Lion [Carlile’s new weekly] is to
... feature all correspondence [from Taylor]”. They were to broadcast
his case through the press. They considered calling a public meeting,
but that fell through. A fund was opened with £4 8s in subscriptions
immediately raised, “and Saul [sic] who has Two persons in Oakham
who deal with him in his business ... wrote that they are to pay to Taylor
between them One Pound per Week and a Bottle of Wine every Sunday
he remains there.” So the accommodation and servant were being
funded by Saull’s campaigners.

After his postponed trial and Taylor’s conviction, Saull remained
unbowed, but he moved further into the shadows. It means that we
now have to dig deeper into police records and identify anonymous
publications in order to trace his continuing anti-Christian activities.
That he was not cowed is shown by the fact that, before Taylor’s trial,
as we have seen, Saull was trying to get him a new chapel in Hanover
Street, in the expectation of his acquittal.*® Now, barely days after
Taylor’s incarceration, we find the group putting in a tender for yet
another infidel chapel.

Competition among the sectaries for accommodation and
congregations was fierce. Deists and materialists were vastly
outnumbered, of course, a miniscule Leonidas force facing the Persian
might of Christian preachers. But, deist or Christian, all knew that the

44 Lion 1 (15 Feb. 1828): 195-97; (27 June 1828): 815. Comet 1 (3 May 1832) 37.
45 HO 64/11, f. 75.
46 HO 64/11, ff. 41-42, 45.



132 Reign of the Beast

best chapels and orators brought in the biggest cash sums. Yet again,
Saull’s activists avenged themselves with the acquisition of a splendid
Grub Street Chapel. They took it from vacating Presbyterians, led by the
Scottish ‘prince of preachers’, the Rev. Alexander Fletcher, a fierce anti-
infidel who had been challenged by Taylor at his trial.*” Fletcher was a
wealthy preacher whose book sales were as big as his congregations, and
it was his “very large” chapel that Saull’s group now snapped up, while
Fletcher moved on to build himself the largest temple in London, in
Finsbury, at colossal cost, complete with theatrical interior and Grecian
Ionic pulpit®®*—the sort of construction which could only be dreamed
about by deists. No love was lost between these congregations. Three
years earlier, when an uncomfortable Fletcher found himself embroiled
in a breach of promise suit, his chapel trustees were desperate to keep
the news from “that villain Carlile”, lest he exploit it. The churches
were not only vying for space, but personnel as well, and at least one of
Fletcher’s congregation surprisingly came over to Carlile.
The spy in 1828 reported this Grub Street front opening up:

There is intended to be a New society of Deists and is got up entirely
at the expense and under the sole direction of Saul [sic] ... and some
others of Taylor’s Committee. I do not find they have at present any other
motives in view than that of going if possible to further lengths in the
abuse of Christianity than Taylor did...

It was all hush hush, as Saull’s cadre moved carefully behind the scenes,
ignorant of the watching spy—who reported that even Carlile was
caught unawares by the move. Saull’s confreres put up £400 to buy the
lease, while Saull himself took care of the £100 per annum rent. The
deal was signed in February, with Taylor barely settled into his cell. The
converted chapel on Grub Street, Cripplegate, was opened on 2 March
1828.%

47  Fletcher 1815; R. Taylor 1828a, 9; Fletcher ODNB.

48 Fletcher ODNB; Shepherd 1827, 163; H. G. Clarke 1851a, 73; Lion 1 (29 Feb. 1828):
273.

49  Republican 1 (17 Sept. 1819): 57; 11 (4 Mar. 1825): 258.

50 HO 64/11, ff. 4, 50, 75, 78. The Secret Service report fingered another of Saull’s
close friends, the Paineite Edward Henman, who contributed to the £400. Henman
had helped keep Carlile’s shop open, collecting funds to pay off Carlile’s massive
£2000 fine (Royle 1976, 26). For a long letter of Henman’s denying the existence of
the soul, see Republican 8 (14 Nov. 1823): 593.
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Where Fletcher had told his congregation “he did not preach Reason
to them, but Religion”,* it was hoped that the new infidel orator would
preach reason, not religion. Advertisements were placed in the Sunday
Times and the city placarded to announce that the former school master
and Taylor associate, the Rev. Josiah Fitch, would begin “Divine Service”
in Cripplegate on Sundays. The opening saw “at least 300 of Both
Sexes and many of them the same who attended Taylors Lectures and
were very respectable in appearance”.” Carlile and his shop workers
(including the spy) turned up. There, too, was what McCalman calls
the bevy of “socially frustrated ‘gentlewomen’ from middle-class
backgrounds”.*® Carlile, his nose out of joint, was appalled by the
liturgical charade and singing of deistical hymns. He preferred plain
materialistic sermons. But that was missing the point, the entertainment
value. By taking something so familiar, the solemn liturgy, and spoofing
it, the very sacrilegious act, surreal and edgy, could draw crowds from
the music hall, even as it pandered to the more knowing, doubting,
anti-establishment theatre-goers. And being so risqué, the act turned
its preachers into deistic matinee idols. A po-faced Carlile wanted
straight-talking disquisitions; what he got was a vaudeville parody
pricking pomposity and attacking the religiosity of the tight-laced age.
For Carlile, the service threatened to be another “Punch and Judy kind
of burlesque of religious worship”, and he set about rubbishing it in the
Lion, “as being as much ‘Superstitious as the Christians™”.>*

Saull might have been more sympathetic. There is evidence that
he was still a deist at this time, or at least prepared to give lip-service
to the existence of a Creator when talking to his vicar.”> However, and
perhaps heeding Carlile, Saull’s infidel elite in July 1828 did set up a
sober mutual-instruction group inside this Cripplegate Chapel, calling
it “THE ATHENAEUM, OF SCHOOL OF MORALS AND SCIENCE.” It was specifically
for devotees (5s a quarter), and restricted to fifty in number. Keeping

51 Lion 1 (29 Feb. 1828): 273.

52 HO 64/11. £. 78: this is the most substantial source. Lion 1 (29 Feb. 1828): 273.
Prothero 1979, 260; McCalman 1988, 190.

53 McCalman 1988, 189-90. One was the ex-actress Eliza Macauley, who would
lecture in Grub Street, and, in a few years, help Saull’s co-operators open their
labour exchanges.

54 HO64/11, f. 85. Lion 1 (14 Mar. 1828): 348—-49; (21 Mar. 1828): 359; (4 Apr. 1828):
438-39.

55 Saull 1828a, 4, 16.
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it select meant they could push their scientific heresies and Christian
critiques to the limit without fear of prosecution. Here infidel scientific
topics were aired more seriously, away from Fitch’s flocking crowds.*
No doubt some dissident science was threaded through the Divine
Service. On one occasion, for example, Fitch preached to two or three
hundred (including Saull) on Toulmin’s Antiquity of the World.¥” But it
was Saull’s “Athenaeum” cadre in their members-only Sabbath talks on
geology, astronomy, and infidelity that drew Carlile’s praise. They made
it the “one chapel in the metropolis devoted on the Sunday to useful
purposes”. Street bards were no less rthapsodic about the “Athenaeum”:

IN classic Grub-street, famed in former times
For half-starved poets and their doggrel rhymes,
The “City Chapel” stands in humble state,
Without allurements to attract the great.

No playhouse singers, organ, or divine,

No splendid silver for the bread and wine;

No paintings, gildings, or a grand Te Deum,
But free discussion, like the Athenaeum,

And such ‘tis named, for here no bigot raves

Of hellish torments for his listening slaves,

Who sigh and groan and trembling kiss the rod,
And think his dogmas are “the word of God.”*

One Athenaeum speaker (Saull?) eked out the subversive implications
of astronomy, chemistry, and geology. He ridiculed a biblical deluge as
any sort of sensible explanation, and insisted that the rise of life from
the more “imperfect” in the lower strata to today’s complex creatures
shows a self-developing progressive pattern. It also bespeaks a
staggering antiquity: “Who that explores the stratification of the crust
of the earth” can doubt “that more millions of years have elapsed than
the Bibleists will allow thousands?” And he emphasized that only
planetary orbits and tilts can explain why fossils of tropical animals

56 See the printed two-page flyer, “The Athenaeum”, dated 20 July 1828, enclosed
in W. D. Saull to Robert Owen, n.d., ROC/18/6/1, Co-Operative Heritage
Trust Archive, Manchester. Previous historians have confused Saull’s private
“Athenaeum” society with Fitch’s public services: Carlile praised the former and
condemned the latter.

57 HO 64/11, f. 85.

58 Lion 2 (10 Oct. 1828), 471.
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are now found in temperate regions®*—a subject that would become a
lifelong obsession for Saull.

Saull had a deep and continuing commitment to practical anti-
Christianity and science. But the spy makes clear that secrecy was
now paramount. Saull became more circumspect in his publications.
Whereas his printed letter to his vicar (dated 25 December 1827, before
the trial) was signed, the next time he printed a letter with a frontal
assault on Christianity (in 1832), it ran under the nom de guerre “D.” (see
Appendix 2).

For a merchant on bail, caution was now the order of the day. The
need for it was continually apparent. When he published a seemingly
innocuous letter in February 1829 in the Morning Chronicle (on a boy
turning up at a dissenter’s chapel to sign a petition against Catholic
emancipation, because, the boy explained, Catholics “don’t believe
in Jesus Christ”), the Morning Journal ran a diatribe against Saull. It
reminded readers that this “wiseacre” was the “warm patron” of Taylor,
indeed that he had stood beside him in the dock. In an age of “infidel,
sectarian, and Popish attack upon the church and state of England it is
desirable to let the public see” that it is the “doughty champion of Deists
and Papists” who would assail the constitution.®® This public pillorying
shows how tarred Saull had become by the Taylor episode.

Saull might not be caught out again, but that did not stop him
delivering uncompromising lectures. Most notably, he started weekly
talks in his strange friend Pierre Baume’s Optimist Chapel in Windmill
Street, Finsbury. ‘Suspect’ might be a better word for Baume; the French
émigré had amurky pastand a future that would be overshadowed by tittle
tattle. Many considered Baume a bit “doubtful”—so said the spy, who
had been ordered to keep an eye on him.* His republican deism barely
disguised a dubious history. He had been Secretary to the Neapolitan
ambassador in Paris, allowing him to amass a fortune, many thought
through spying. Saull had known the chimaerical character since 1828,
and Baume and his half-sister Charlotte often came to dinner.®> Whatever

59 Lion 2 (14 Nov. 1828): 615-16.

60 Saull 1829. Response titled “mr. saull” by Vigil in Morning Journal, 2 Mar. 1829, 7.

61 HO 64/16, ff. 127-28 (Oct. 1830).

62 Roger Cooter, pers. comm. Baume ODNB. I would also like to thank Roger Cooter
for sharing his transcriptions of the Baume-Saull correspondence, particularly
Manx Museum MM 9950 uncatalogued: Baume to Saull, 9 June 1837.
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Saull thought of Baume, he later let him use his brandy warehouse to
store goods, and Baume even listed 15 Aldersgate Street as his mailing
address.®®. Baume had opened up a print shop in Windmill Street and, in
early 1830, had bought this dilapidated chapel. It was transformed into
a freethinking, bible-bashing venue, where republican talks attracted
sizeable audiences after the July Revolution in 1830.%

Saull spoke here weekly, but we only know it from the informer’s
reports. On one Sabbath in November 1830, the spy related (rather
breathlessly), Saull ascended the pulpit and

began a Lecture on Superstition in which he much abused the Ministers
of all Religions and the Religions also and said he was glad to find that
knowledge and Union of the people had begun to have some weight and
pressed the Necessity of still further to unite for though slow they were
sure in the end they would put down all Superstition and Tyranny. He
also began to prove the eternal existence of all matter and contended that
Materialism was the only true Religion which would in time be known.®

There might, or might not, have been a God, but matter was all that
mattered on earth. Whether or not Saull had moved on from deism,
Baume himself could still gaze with “gratitude towards the First Cause”,
even if that distant being was glimpsed only through nature, not
revelation. But they could agree that belief in the devil, sin, atonement,
and hell was itself a blasphemy, and, far from a fallen being, man is
“constantly advancing”—hence Baume called his own radical rag The
Optimist (1829). Whatever is thought “the BEsT, at this instant” will be
“BETTER”, he said, introducing his paper. The motto was to provide a
natural legitimation of political action. As creatures of circumstance, we
yield to the “NEcEssary or omnipotent influence” of nature’s law, which
drives life and society onwards.®® Nature’s writ, a law seen as a sort of
judicial order, ensured progress. It meant that the “lower orders” of
society, like those of nature, could expect a “higher” and brighter future.

The soul was another absurdity that Saull and Baume agreed on. It was
an “impossibility”, Saull told his Optimist audience.®” But Saull’s view

63  The Sessional Papers Printed by Order of The House of Lords, 1846, vol. 12, 32.
64 Prothero 1979, 259-61.

65 HO64/11, f. 167 (22 Nov. 1830).

66 Optimist 1 ([no. 1] Dec. 1829).

67 HO64/11, . 205 (.1830).
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of Baume himself remains a mystery. It was not a match made in heaven.
They might have concurred on Christianity and republicanism (Baume
went so far as to placard his house with posters and fly a tricolour flag
from his second floor®®). They both might have been abstemious, with
Baume going teetotal and becoming gaunt from his frugal diet. But, as
Roger Cooter says, many thought Baume “dangerously mad”. And this
was not for his eccentricity, although that was shocking enough. In an
age lacking cadavers for dissection, and with grave robbery endemic,
only Baume could suggest, not merely that deists bequeath their bodies
for research (many materialists agreed with this), but failing that—and
rather than the sacrilege of letting corpses rot in “holy” ground—the skin
should be tanned for chair covers, the skull donated to phrenologists,
and the bones be whittled as knife handles.® No, what really marked
him was the tragic death of his half-sister in childbirth in 1832—a
child actually thought to be his. Baume donated both their bodies to
University College Hospital and was mistakenly arrested for murder.
The papers now had him pegged as the ‘Islington Monster”.”® Saull’s
morally-upright self-image is difficult to square with so politically fickle
and sexually delinquent a friend. It may explain why Saull’s letters were
addressed formally “Dear Sir”, with none of the intimacy of the day,
never “Dear Baume”. That, perhaps, was the most telling.

The Devil’s Pulpit

By now out of prison, the Rev. Robert Taylor trod new boards in 1830. In
May, Carlile had taken over the huge Rotunda venue, close to Blackfriars
Bridge. It was a massive gamble, with the lease, taxes, and refurbishment
running to £1300.” There was a decayed opulence to this huge building.
It was more a complex than a venue, with billiard rooms, apartments, bar,
coffee room, library, and two theatres. The smaller circular theatre had
once been a museum, with a gallery supported by marble pillars, and

68 HO 64/16, ff. 127-28 (Oct. 1830).

69 Lion 3 (27 Mar. 1829): 397-98; Baume 1829, 4-5; R. Richardson 1989, 168-71,
236-37. Baume ODNB.

70 Baume ODNB; Cooter 2006, 3-5. Baume also adopted an orphan, whom he had
the Social Father, Robert Owen, re-christen “Julian Hibbert Baume”: Crisis 3 (22
Feb. 1834): 214-15.

71  Prompter 1 (2 July 1831), 555.
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on its dome Carlile had painted the signs of the zodiac in readiness for
Taylor’s sermons. Even the spy thought Carlile had fitted up the smaller
theatre in a “very handsome manner”.”” With its Ionic portico crowned
by a statue of Contemplation, the whole place resembled a crumbling
Grecian temple, which somehow seemed made for Taylor’s dramas on
the Mithraic sun-worshipping origins of Christian myth. Coupled with
this was a larger theatre, so large it was once used for horse shows, and
able to accommodate 2000 at political rallies.”

The radical nature of the institution was immediately visible: two
tricolour flags hung on poles in the entrance.”* Nothing was more
guaranteed to sting traditionalists: the hated French flag, much revived
after the July Revolution, “the Symbol of Treason”, as one loyalist put
it.”” From the start, informants were tipping off the authorities. One
was horrified to see William Cobbett, after an inflammatory lecture,
hand the baton over to Taylor—“thus shocking to relate Blasphemy
followed closely on the heels of Sedition”,”® he told the iron Duke of
Wellington. The weekly pattern of fixtures at the Rotunda cemented
this flip from one to the other: the “Reverend Blasphemer””” took the
rostrum each Sabbath, complementing the Monday meetings by the
new radical National Union of the Working Classes (NUWC, founded
May 1831). These were simply the two faces of Janus. Many in the
NUWC were themselves anti-clerical. Carlile emphasized from the
podium that “Religion and Politics ... were intimately connected”, with
the church no more than a dumping ground for the younger sons of
the aristocracy.” Then, with Taylor denouncing the political bishops,
deploring the government funding of the Established Church, and
decrying Christianity’s part in the law of the land, his “blasphemies”,
like Saull’s, were themselves radical and seditious. The context made
them so. They were attacks on the state. All of this ensured that the
Rotunda was of special interest to the Home Office.

72 HO40/25, f. 262.

73  Parolin 2010, chs. 6-8; McCalman 1992, 52; Prompter 1 (13 Nov. 1830): 8; Crisis 2
(30 Mar. 1833): 89; Carnall 1853-54; Brayley 1850, 5: 319-20.

74 HO40/25, f. 211.

75 HO 40/25, f. 258 (11 Nov. 1830).

76 HO 40/25, ff. 157-58 (9 Nov. 1830).

77 HO40/25, . 218.

78 HO 40/25, f. 235.
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Saull was in the thick of it. He might even have helped fund the
Rotunda.” He certainly contributed to the events. The ubiquitous
treasurer, he took over the NUWC'’s finances,* but he had little input
into their Monday meetings. Sunday’s was a different matter. He could
be seen in the coffee shop with Hibbert, the fishmonger John Pummell
(another indicted alongside Saull), Carlile, and Taylor before an astro-
theological drama® or taking to the stage to talk on astronomy before
Taylor’s main event. In fact, the nightly sequence perfectly captured the
context of his developing science. On each Sabbath, Carlile would kick
off, warming up the audience (which could reach 1000) with a lesson
from Volney’s Ruins. Then Saull might talk, followed by the main event,
Taylor’s drama, the lot topped off occasionally by a Hibbert skit on
Church services, to “much laughter”.# Another who often topped off
the evening was the veteran Jacobin of the 1790s, the golden-voiced John
Gale Jones, an orator with form who was to become close to Saull.?* He
would add an “abusive” onslaught on miracles, as priestly devices “to
Gull and Rob the People”.** Sometimes Saull followed Taylor, entering

79  Wiener 1983, 164-66. On p. 186, n. 2, Wiener cites HO 64/11 £. 446 (the spy’s
report of 29 Nov. 1831) as evidence for Saull’s help in paying for the Rotunda.

But this only states that Saull was one of two hundred subscribers (tickets were
10s a quarter for a box, or 5s for the gallery), and he remained one when the
number dropped to twenty after Taylor was jailed. The spy added that, besides
Julian Hibbert, Carlile was funded by several “individuals who are known only to
himself and also from Saul [sic] and Pummell.” This seems to be referring to past
ventures, not contemporary Rotunda financing. The ambiguous phrasing means
we cannot say for certain that Saull helped defray the cost, although it is likely.

80 PMG, 16 July 1831; 30 July 1831.

81 HO64/11,f. 212.

82 HO64/11, f. 445.

83 John Gale Jones had been an apothecary-turned-activist. He had possibly met
Saull by the early 1820s, when both were supporters of the LMI (Hudson 1851, 49;
Claeys 2000, 160). Newgate had hosted him in 1810 for publishing a “scandalous”
attack on the Tory M.P. Charles Yorke, that haughty remnant of ‘Old Corruption’
(Harling 1996, 120; Kent 1898, 259). Then came another 12 months for a libel
on the detested Lord Castlereagh (Miles 1988, 73; Kent 1898, 258-59; Maccoby
1955, 259). His republicanism and hostility to the Church had only strengthened.
Blind assent was being demanded to state-blessed Christian dogmas, he argued,
after Paine; and, if we dissent, “we immediately feel the chain pressing heavily
upon our necks, reminding us of our wretched thraldom”. Were Jesus alive in
London, he notoriously suggested, he too would be in the dock for denouncing
these “pernicious doctrines”, never mind his sympathy for hovel-dwellers and
prostitutes (J. G. Jones 1819, 5, 16-17; Epstein 1994, 107; Parolin 2010, 1-4).

84 HO 64/11, f. 445. For Taylor’s huge audiences in November-December 1830,
reaching a thousand: HO 64/11, ff. 212, 213. The spy reported that Volney’s Ruins



140 Reign of the Beast

into the free-for-all that ensued. Typically, Sabbath meetings would
end with Hibbert, Saull, and Gale Jones addressing the crowds with
“their usual abuse of religion and Political Government”. While, on one
Christmas Day, said the spy, “Hibbert, Saul [sic] and Jones gave their
usual long speeches against all Religions and insisted that no such
person as Jesus Christ was born on that day or that he ever existed at
all”.®

Amid all of this came Taylor’s astro-theology sermons, which were
inspirational to Saull. But their heightened radical context was now itself
practically apocalyptic. As Taylor started his astro-theology dramas on
7 November 1830, the political roof seemed to be falling in—and taking
the church spire with it. The King’s speech at the opening of Parliament
on 2 November had caused uproar for ignoring parliamentary reform.
With the King due to visit the City on the 9", radicals prepared a
warm welcome: tricolour flags came out, stickers went up advising the
populace to arm, and the authorities anticipated a “Riot”, as extremists
spoiled for a fight with the hated new police. Taylor stirred things up.
He threatened that if the King did not stand with reform “he should
take care that he was not served on that day in the same manner his
predecessor Charley was served” (the beheading of Charles I). Nor
was Carlile more temperate: he told listeners to “prepare themselves to
fight for their Liberty” and, were the government to bring in emergency
legislation, he would “immediately call on the people to take up Arms” %
“Loyal subjects” sent hysterical notes to Wellington, relaying overheard
titbits or copies of “seditious” flyers, or relating how the “lower orders”
were being fired up. All damned the “abominable proceedings taking
place at the Rotunda”—*His Majesty, His Majesties Ministers, and all
that is great, and good, are there denounced as the vilest of the dregs
of humanity.” Conspirators intended “to surround the Royal Carriage”
and “demand a pledge from his Majesty on the subject of Reform”.®
One informer saw “fury and desperation” written on the faces of every

was read as a preamble every week right into 1832, for example, HO 64/11, ff. 212,
227,289, 317, 445, 454, 458, 462; HO 40/25, f. 386, HO 64/12, f. 49.

85 HO 64/11, ff. 458, 462. By 1832, audience numbers were dwindling, and “Hibbert,
Jones and Saul [sic]”, despite their “usual abuse” of Christianity, were being little
heeded, according to the spy: HO 64/12, f. 2.

86 HO 40/25, ff. 154, 211.

87 HO 40,25, f. 258 (11 Nov. 1830).
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man in the “mob”. It was “horrible to hear the expressions of vengeance
against the Government in general and against the ‘The b[1]oody old
Duke of Wellington” in particular”. Real venom was reserved for the
Iron Duke. If he comes to the City, a plotter was heard saying, “we will
take care he shant come home alive”.%

These November nights the Rotunda was overflowing. With up to
six thousand unable to get in, orators delivered their speeches from the
top of the portico outside.® The crowds, said an informer, “seem ripe for
any species of revolutionary crime and threaten vengeance to the King,
and his Ministers”.”® The Rotundanists were “seedsmen of sedition”;
they “ought to be brought to justice”, and the “riotous & desperate
characters” milling around Blackfriars be forced to disperse.” Panic
set in: local shops shut, and special constables were housed in stables
opposite the Rotunda. Magistrates were called up and the police put
on alert, as the government heard of “plans to cut the gas-pipes, rip up
street stones, fire the town and kill Wellington (the ‘English Polignac”)”.”
The Reform Bill agitation had begun.

Astro-Theology

At this moment, and at the epicentre of insurrection, Taylor started his
astro-theology dramas. Throngs greeted him, and he revelled in the
adulation. Feeling “great pride” in being branded the ‘Devil’s Chaplain’,
he announced at the start “that he meant to play Hell and the Devil too
with [the] whole System of Religion as that was the greatest Radical
Reform the people stood in need of.”®* He started with an audience
of 700. By Christmas 1830, 1000 were paying their threepences (or
sixpences for a circle seat).”* In the small theatre the rakish Taylor in

88 HO 40/25, f. 157 (9 Nov. 1830).

89 HO 40/25, ff. 153, 199, 214.

90 HO40/25, f. 55 (5 Nov. 1830).

91 HO 40/25, . 33 (4 Nov. 1830).

92 Quoted by Prothero 1979, 277-79; specials: HO 40/25, f. 209 (10 Nov. 1830). HO
40/25, . 218, suggests they were planning to cut off the water mains as well,
so that the expected fires could not be doused. Orders went out to guard the
gasometers and pipes: HO 40/25, f. 115.

93 HO40/25, f. 281 (15 Nov. 1830).

94  Audience numbers were staggering: 700 were reported by the spy on 15 Nov., HO
40/25, . 281; 800 a week later: HO 64/11, . 167 (22 Nov. 1830); 1000 by Christmas:



142 Reign of the Beast

full canonicals, tricolour ribbon draped across his shoulders, supping
wine, was roared on by the crowd, taking their threepenny delight in
his Bacchanalian parody of Christian rites. Many were young women,
mesmerized by the priest, dapper in his bright gown and flashy rings,
the ensemble set off by gold buckles on his shoes. Not everyone was
enthralled. So titillating was blasphemy that youngsters would sneak in
to the show. One later recalled that he found Taylor “a vain, conceited
fop” who flourished “a scented cambric handkerchief ... at every pause
in his discourse.”” But the audience was generally well-heeled and
appreciative, despite the occasional rowdies drifting in off the street. To
bounce them, Carlile ordered “constable staves” to be made and used
on his authority.” At other times informants claimed that the audience
was mostly of the “lower orders”, with the well-dressed in the boxes.”

Taylor knew he was flirting with danger. As crowds were raging
outside at their lack of power, Taylor was raging inside at the priests’
usurpation of it. No such person as Jesus had lived, he said, Christ was
just a poetic incarnation. The “Astronomical senses of the Words God,
Jesus and Christ [were] nothing more than the hieroglyphs of the old
ages deduced from the signs of the Zodiac.” Weekly reports on such
arcana went off to the Home Office. Christianity Taylor “called the
Bloodiest System ever yet known.” Turning these astrological images
into flesh was “a Barbarous species of fraud by which the Clergymen
and priests of all ages” robbed the “human race of their senses and
substances.””® And, by “substances”, Taylor meant robbing “to the tune
of Nine Millions Nine Hundred and Ninety Nine Thousands annually
out of the pockets of the hard working people.”®

The Bible was nothing but a celestial “picture in words”, according
to Taylor, its actors portraying the sun’s annual trajectory through the
zodiac. Prophets and apostles were personifications. They poetically
depicted the rising and falling of constellations through the year, as
originally envisaged by the Babylonian and Chaldean astronomer-priests,

HO 64/11, ff. 212, 213.

95  Vizetelly 1893, 98-99. Taylor was now drinking too much and often intoxicated:
HO 64/11, £. 209.

96 HO 64/11, f. 207 [1830].

97  Prompter (23 July 1831): 643.

98 HO 40/25, £. 281 (15 Nov. 1830).

99 HO 64/11, f. 167 (22 Nov. 1830).
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who had incarnated the dramas of the sun god’s journey and turned
them into stirring parables for the masses. The folk tales were absorbed
and adapted by ‘seers’, or masonic initiates across the Middle East, one
group of whom would come to be called Hebrews.'™ Others in Persia
and India would canonize these astronomical allegories in their own
sacred texts. Taylor summed up his first talk, on “The Star of Bethlehem”,
the spy reported, by claiming “that he had found the key of the stable
unlocked the door and found little Jesus and had swept the stable of all
its Christian filth and Superstition”. The apostles were dispensed with
in turn as poetic figments of celestial events. What astonished the spy
was the rapt attention of the well-heeled audience to all of this, and how
each new twist “appeared to give great satisfaction.”'”" So it went on
weekly in the galleried auditorium, Taylor surrounded by orreries and a
giant crucifix, flamboyantly pointing with his lace handkerchief to walls
covered with astrological charts.

But the audience’s rapturous applause suggests more than seductive
fascination with a dangerous deism. It reflects the captivation with all
things oriental. This was to be seen city-wide. The new London University
had just established chairs of Hebrew, Sanskrit, and Hindustani,'” not
only defying the Anglican seminary norms of Cam and Isis but setting
up the Dissenters” sons for service in the East India Company. The
London Oriental Institution was also newly founded. Egyptomania
was in full swing, and the theatrics of mummy-unrolling all the rage.'®
When it came to the exotic, nothing beat Giovanni Belzoni’s spectacular
Valley of the Kings exhibition in the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly, opened
in 1821 with a public unwrapping of a mummy."™® A mock-up burial
chamber with its hieroglyphed walls whetted the public’s appetite and
set the scene for Taylor’s oriental decoding. By calling the ‘sacred” words
used to describe Jesus’s birth “a direct plagiarism from the Sanscreet
text of the Bhagavat Pourana (that is, in English, the Book of God) of the
Hindoos”, Taylor was tapping into a modern vein. Here was familiar

100 R. Taylor 1831, 34, 55, 195, 247-52.

101 HO 64/11, f. 207. If the spy was accurately recalling the spoken lecture, then the
subsequent printed version was toned down: R. Taylor 1831, 15, 30. Wiener 1983,
165-66.

102 Bellot 1929, 37-44.

103 Moshenska 2014.

104 Tromp 2008, 184.
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biblical imagery exposed in Egyptian chronicles, in “the Mythriacs of
Persia, and in the fabulous writings ascribed to Zoroaster”,'® and all
traceable to the same astronomical events. This eclectic mix of oriental
erudition, astronomical pizazz, and biblical exegesis gave him the
competitive edge in a crowded market place. There was even something
of an “Astronomical Mania” developing at the time,'® with commercial
astronomy lecturing just beginning to take off. The Devil’s Chaplain was
riding a crest. But his astronomy had a more intimate and threatening
cultural depth. His foppish extravaganzas in Carlile’s theatre set him
widely apart from conventional lecturers. If, in Altick’s words, astronomy
was an exhibition “exploring infinite space in a little room”,'”” Taylor’s
was giving it radical depth as the resort of the gods.

His exegesis of Persian, Indian, Hebrew, and Greek texts, presented
in its final form at the Rotunda (November 1830-July 1831), might have
been some years maturing. Saull, too, had long been fascinated. In 1827,
he had already evoked astrological images lifted from Volney’s Ruins—
familiar fare for every radical and a major Taylor source.'® Parrying his
vicar in 1827, Saull took one episode—the Garden of Eden—to decipher
astro-theologically. He presented it in short-hand, rather cryptically,
and his epistle itself required some decoding. The vicar must have been
perplexed to hear from his wine merchant that all biblical characters
were “purely astronomical” fictions and that “The language of religion

105 R. Taylor 1831, 23, 34, 44.

106 Huang 2016, 2017.

107 Altick 1978, 80.

108 With Taylor’s Devil’s Pulpit, backwards Britain was finally catching up with Europe
on solar mythology. Besides Volney, Taylor was indebted to Charles Frangois
Dupuis (1742-1809), a member of the National Convention after the revolution,
who in the Origin of All Religious Worship (7 vols. 1794-95) had traced the mythic
elements in the world’s religions to a common root (Epstein 1994, 140ff; Cutner
n.d., 30ff. On Dupuis, Butler 1981, 78-82). Another of Taylor’s sources was the rare
Macon Reghellini de Schio, Freemasonry Considered as the Result of Egyptian, Jewish
and Christian Religions (1829). Taylor (Comet 1 [23 Dec. 1832]: 326) said that he had
one of the only two copies in England. Only further research will show actually
how original Taylor was. Others shared Taylor’s interests. Carlile’s shoemaker
friend, Sampson Arnold Mackey, who knew his Volney and Dupuis, had looked
to the astronomical roots of ancient names in Mythological Astronomy. This was
designed to prove that the ancients knew, and kept alive by their parables, the fact
that the pole of the earth had once swung down to become parallel to the ecliptic,
“with all the fiery consequences that must arise from such a state of the heavens”
(Mackey 1827, 62). The knowledge, he thought, would be useful in geological
speculation, which made it of interest to Saull.
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throughout, is the language of the skies.” As “proof” he pointed to a

celestial globe for an astro-exegesis of Eden:

Booétes [the Herdsman] the Osiris [a founding god, pushed into the
under-world] of the Egyptians—the Adam or first man of the Persians
and Chaldeans, who, by setting heliacally at the Autumnal Equinox,
delivered the world over to the wintry constellations, and in falling below
the horizon introduced into the world the Genius of Evil, Ahrimanes
[the Zoroastrians’ principle of evil, formed out of darkness, on which,
according to Dupuis, the Devil of Genesis was based], represented by
the constellation of the Serpent. Here is the woman [Constellation Virgo]
who gave her husband the fruit of the tree, and by setting first, seems to
draw him after her; and when the Virgin and the Herdsman fall beneath
the western horizon: Perseus the Cherub with the flaming sword rises on
the other side, and drives them out of the garden. And here again, at the
opposite or vernal Equinox, we behold the Lamb [Constellation Aries]
that taketh away the sins of the world, typical of the Christian religion:—
The Sun appearing in the sign of Aries, the Ram, brings back the reign
of the summer months, and appears triumphant over the Serpent, who
disappears from the skies!'®

Taylor managed to get through his sacrilegious fare until Good Friday,

1 April 1831, when the Society for the Suppression of Vice acted.

Paid informants sat among the audience that night watching Taylor,

dressed “like the Archbishop of Canterbury”, make a pantomime of

“The Crucifixion of Christ”.!'® It was his yahoo-mockery as much as

the subject matter that got him arrested."! From his shorthand, the

informant quoted Taylor on Christ’s crucifixion:

The Everlasting ceased to be. The Eternal God was no more. The great I
AM was not. The living God was dead. There was a Radical Reform in the
Kingdom of Heaven. The boroughmongers were turned out. God, over
all, was put under. The blessed, for ever more, was no more blessed. And

the Holy, Holy, Holy, was wraoLLy kicked out.?

109
110
111

112

Saull 1828a, 19-21. This is cobbled together from Volney 1819, 103-04, 132.
Prompter (23 July 1831): 641-48.

The more sober but equally sacrilegious Mackey could just as easily explain virgin
births, devils, the Christian imagery of fishes and why the Ram or lamb was the
lead in Christian dramas, without being prosecuted (Mackey 1827, 208, 216-24).
HO 64/17, f. 48. The wording, taken from 22-year-old informer Joseph Stevens’
shorthand, differs from the Devil’s Pulpit printed version (Comet 1 (11 Nov. 1832):
226. This has the wrong Rotunda date, the Good Friday Sermon “The Crucifixion
of Christ” was preached on 1 Apr. 1831).
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A “bill” (indictment) was quickly issued at the Surrey Sessions,
charging Taylor on seven counts. Again, Saull stood bail. Keeping
Taylor out of jail would keep the Devil in his Pulpit, at least until the
trial. But despondency set in among the brethren, as they feared, in
Hetherington’s words, “that Taylor is ‘nailed’”.!”® So it was to be at the
Surrey Sessions in Lincoln’s Inn on 4 July 1831. Saull had been lined up
as a character witness in this, Taylor’s last judgement, but judge and jury
had little time for the Christ-denier and cut the trial short. It meant two
years’ incarceration, not this time in the cushy surroundings of Oakham,
but the “disgusting Horsemonger-lane gaol”, just across the river in
London.™

This jail was a huge, intimidating, brickwall-enclosed building,
with its own gallows. Here capital offenders awaited execution, and
Taylor must have felt like one from his treatment. A clampdown by the
justices meant that supporters including Saull and Hibbert were barred
from seeing him, “even to shake hands” or to provide “refreshment or
news”. Complaints were made to the governor, petitions got up, and the
Rotundanists met to discuss the cruelty, but to no avail.""® The treatment
was clearly designed to break the infidel but also to warn his followers,
like Saull. Persevering, in September 1831, Saull was finally given
exception to visit, for an hour a week."'® Carlile’s new rag, the Prompter,
painted the conditions as extreme: Taylor was treated like the worst
felon, because (so the justices said) his crime was of the highest “moral
degradation”—hence the apparent restrictions, privations, and solitary
confinement at the whim of a “cruel gaoler”.'”” This jail term was what
finally extinguished Taylor’s own shooting star. His infidel mission was
effectively over.

113 HO 64/11, f. 229. Bail: HO 64/11, ff. 200, 296.

114 Prompter (23 July 1831): 641-48. On Saull, Hibbert and others supporting Taylor in
court: HO 64/11, . 337. On the “disgusting” jail: Prompter (23 July 1831): 641-48.

115 HO 64/11, f. 337 (7 July 1831). Carlile’s claim (reported by the spy) that Taylor
was being “slowly Murdered” was stretching the point.

116 House of Commons Papers; Accounts and Papers: Reports and Schedules pursuant to Gaol
Acts, vol. 33, 1831-32, pp. 224-25.

117 Prompter (13 Aug. 1831): 713; (26 Aug. 1831): 727; (24 Sept. 1831): 811; (15
Oct. 1831): 860; (29 Oct. 1851): 886; (12 Nov. 1831): 920; Cutner n.d., 29. For an
alternative view of Taylor’s confinement, mentioning brandy, porter, meals from
the local inn, and visits once a week by a woman who calls herself his “wife”, see
the antagonistic Spectator, 23 Jul. 1831, 706.



4. From the Devil’s Chaplain to That Dirty Little Jacobin 147

Astro-Geology

Taylor’s fate, and Saull’s friendship, help to explain what happened
next. Saull effectively switched his political and scientific stratagem at
this moment, 1831—the year he set up his geology museum. As Taylor’s
patron, he saw his irreverence being tortured for high crimes. Carlile,
too, was in jail again, for sedition (1831-33)."® Paranoia began to grip
the community. They believed “they should now be well watched” by
secret agents (as one agent ironically reported); indeed, that Taylor’s
sentence was a signal and “was intended to ‘floor the Rotunda’”."** For
Saull, the writing was on the wall. As Taylor’s chief disciple, he had been
fingered publicly in the papers and would be so again.'®® His actions
would now become more circumspect. The next time he broached astro-
theology in print would be the last time, and, tellingly, he would only
do so anonymously. The result was a published letter on 1 January 1832,
From a Student in the Sciences to a Student of Theology, whose authorship
has long caused confusion (see Appendix 2 for proof that it was
Saull’s).’?! It is perhaps no coincidence that Saull’s first documented
public lecture on geology (that I can find) was itself on that very day,
1 January 1832, at the Western Co-Operative Institute in Poland Street.'*
So his first geological speech coincided with his last frontal assault on
Christianity. Although Saull remained a materialist for the rest of his
life, from this point on he would mostly attack theology from behind
the protective shield of geology. Scientific subterfuge was to provide
the smokescreen he needed to assault parsondom while evading
prosecution. And almost as a corollary of this, Taylor’s suspect astro-
theology was displaced as Saull shifted to the old Jacobin Sir Richard
Phillips’s unorthodox but unindictable astronomical explanations of
events in earth history. Thus was started another of Saull’s life-long
obsessions, astro-geology.

Conceivably, Taylor’s celestial allegories had piqued Saull’s interest
in astronomy proper. For months to come, Saull would still join in Gale

118 Wiener 1983, 177; Saull and Hibbert, as usual, had offered bail: HO 64/11, £. 197.
119 HO 64/11, f. 229.

120 MC, 26 Feb. 1829; Times, 23 Jan. 1833.

121 [Saull] 1832a, 15 for dating.

122 PMG, 31 Dec. 31 1831.
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Jones’s and Hibbert’s anti-Christian harangues after Rotunda lectures.'®
But when he did ascend the Devil’s Pulpit himself to talk now, it would
be on astronomy (“of which he says he is a Master”, reported the spy
contemptuously in November 1831'*). Saull was already a member of
the Astronomical Society of London by June 1831."* Such bona fides
provided sanction and status, and his credentials would be exploited
for public (and public-house) speaking on science and education. Even
if he preferred infidel chapels and co-operative halls to the corridors of
science, his Fellowships of the Geological and Astronomical Societies
still validated his competence when speaking in public. For example,
the Quarterly Journal of Education (who clearly did not know who he
was) vested him with an importance based on these magical credentials
when running a story in 1831. Saull was chairing the radical MP Joseph
Hume’s meeting to promote children’s education, the state having failed
miserably in this regard:

EDUCATION OF THE WORKING CLASSES.—A very numerous meeting of the
working classes residing in the Tower Hamlets, took place on the 12th of
July, in the grounds of the Ben Jonson public house, at Stepney, to consider
the best means of establishing ‘Societies for the Promotion of Public
Instruction.” Mr. D. Saull, Fellow of the Geological and Astronomical
Societies of London, was called to the chair. Mr. Hume, M.P. addressed
the meeting at some length, expressing his hope to see the day when the
state, like America and other countries, would make a proper provision
for educating every child...'*

Conversely, because these affiliations were pushed to the fore in a pulpit-
age uneasy about scientific authority, conservatives could use them as
targets. An example occurred January 1833, when Saull was trashed
in the Times. It started on the 16th when he and other City electors
requisitioned the Mayor in the wake of the Reform Bill. They presented
a petition with a thousand signatures—“the most numerously signed
that was ever presented at the Mansion-house”—which requested that

123 HO 64/11, ff. 458, 462; HO 64/12, f. 2.

124 HO 64/11, f. 445.

125 Memoirs of the Astronomical Society of London 4 (1831): 683. Saull might have been
a frequent attendee, but the only reference I can find is in the Morning Post (9 Jan.
1836, 3), where he is listed among the “distinguished members” in attendance. He
was probably more embedded in the Uranian Society.

126 Quarterly Journal of Education 1 (1831), 391; Examiner, 17 July 17 1831.
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the Mayor approach Parliament with their democratic demands.'” The
City’s elite artisans and shopocrats were taking the lead: they wanted
triennial parliaments, secret ballots (to thwart intimidation and bribing),
and abolition of assessed taxes (direct taxes, including the hated house
and window duties which could put urban tenement rooms in the
same band as country houses). The Guildhall meeting to discuss it took
place on the 21st.!”® The next day the Times rubbished it in a leader (as
a “lamentable failure” convened by “busybodies”) and ran a letter on
the defeat of the ““destructive’ clique”. Then, having inquired about the
ringleaders, let another letter writer (“Verax”) vent his spleen on these
“poor insignificant creatures” the day after. Each of the conveners was
smeared in turn through character assassination based on appearance
and employment. It became highly personal and intrusive: “Mr.
Nicholson is a coarse, stout, vulgar man ... He was formerly a tea-dealer
in New Bond-street”; “Mr. Williams is ... [a] warehouse man in Watling-
street; he is very conceited of his own opinions, but his knowledge
is confined to the extracts he may make from his weekly reading of
the [Cobbett’s] Political Register”; “Mr. Newell is a cabinet-maker in
Whitecross street, and considers himself a great politician, because he
interferes in the politics of his ward, Cripplegate-without, but he is
a person of no cultivation of mind”, and so on. It set the tone for the
damning appraisal of Saull, which took in his geological credentials:

Mr. Saul [sic] is a spirit-merchant in Aldersgate-street, and lectures
to wondering mechanics at the Philadelphian-chapel, near Finsbury
square; he assumes to be a great geologist, having some smattering of
the terms employed in that science, and has got his name on the list of the
Geological Society: he is a very weak and conceited person, —a disciple
of Mr. Owen, and a supporter, I have understood, of Mr. Robert Taylor.'”

The spiteful effrontery led to a slanging match, the ultra-radical True
Sun lashing “the writer of the contemptible twaddle” in the Times.

The speakers at the Guildhall meeting are described as coarse, stout,
weak, conceited, ignorant, uncultivated, and vulgar men. One of them,

127 Cobbett's Weekly Political Register 79 (19 Jan. 1833): 155; TS, 17 Jan. 1833, 3; 22 Jan.
1833, 2; Atlas, 20 Jan. 1833, 31. Maccoby 1935, 65, 84.

128 Atlas, 27 Jan. 1833, 47-48; Bell’s Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 27 Jan. 1833;
Examiner, 27 Jan. 1833.

129 Times, 22 Jan. 1833, 2; 23 Jan. 1833, 2.



150 Reign of the Beast

Heaven forefend! is actually convicted of being a hatter; another commits
the unpardonable crime of selling tea...and a Mr. Saul [sic] is charged
with being a “disciple of Mr. Owen!!”

“Itis amusing enough to observe this insolence towards tradesmen....”*®,
but, in truth, the attack left the City traders smarting, and they extracted
a niggardly half-apology in the Times.””® By now, the morning (and
evening) papers were all chipping in, on the Whigs’ “aristocratical
airs” or the tradesmen’s impertinence.’* It all goes to demonstrate that
Saull’s democratic activity could leave his geological qualifications
being questioned. Ultimately, fellowship of a scientific society was not
an impenetrable shield for a radical.

It is at this point, the dawn of the 1830s, that Sir Richard Phillips
becomes visible in Saull’s circle. As like minds, Saull and Phillips
were intimately acquainted. Phillips, the veteran radical, had himself
been written off in his day as “a dirty little jacobin”.’® He was another
who had done an obligatory eighteen months inside for selling Paine’s
Rights of Man. Saull and Phillips shared anti-clerical, republican
views, and Phillips advocated free universal education and public
libraries,'** endorsing an ideology of open accession that would define
Saull’s museum. Phillips, like the Owenites, sought a reformation of
the individual by the rooting out of prejudicial customs, and one in
particular: meat-eating, a dehumanizing custom that was morally
debilitating. In his day, Phillips’s “Pythagorean diet” (the original
name of vegetarianism)®® made him infamous, a laughing stock to the
John Bull brigade. But, recently, Sky Duthie has cast it in a much more
sympathetic light. He shows how such dietary dissidence rested on views
of the liberation of all life from injustice and how it underlay a broader
critique of societal customs which desensitized humans and sustained
tyrannies. Indeed, by emphasizing the suffering common to all animal
life, Phillips might well have eased Saull into his ‘evolutionary” views,
as we will see. Phillips had a mania for publishing cheap encyclopaedic

130 TS, 24 Jan. 1833, 4.

131 Times, 28 Jan. 1833, 2; 25 Jan. 1833, 3.

132 British Traveller And Commercial And Law Gazette, 24 Jan. 1833, 1.
133 Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 12 (Dec. 1822): 704.

134 Duthie 2019, 86.

135 R. Phillips ODNB.
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texts, dictionaries, and factual compilations, scores of them under a
variety of pseudonyms.'®* Here was another man after Saull’s heart,
whose radicalism embraced science and politics. The old Jacobin could
be found taking tea at Saull’s Aldersgate Street depot. And once Saull’s
museum was up and running, Phillips, in his most famous compendium,
A Million of Facts (1835), would extol its “ten thousand” exhibits.'¥

Saull and Phillips shared political platforms, which spoke volumes
in these months. Notably, the two were together in the Metropolitan
Political Union, a middle- and working-class pressure group pushing
for parliamentary reform. Founded in March 1830,"® it had a short life,
like so many of these volatile unions before the Reform Act."® Saull
was prominent, as were many of his colleagues. But they were seen
as fanatics in the union: complete suffrage ultra-radicals, republicans,
Church disestablishers and de-funders, wanting to ditch all church
rates and tithes. They were too extreme for the middle-class moderates
urging only household suffrage. This was particularly the case after
the July Revolution in 1830. The French uprising put the fire in radical
veins,'*® and the ultra-radicals’ jubilation and Gales Jones’s and Taylor’s
republican rhetoric in the union was seen to border on sedition, causing
a ruction. Saull spoke up when they were expelled in August 1830,
undoubtedly to defend his friends."*! But many extremists thought it
better to jump than be pushed; they seceded from the union and set up
the more radical National Union of the Working Classes.

136 Topham 2007, 144ff.

137 R. Phillips 1835, 293; tea: J. A. Cooper 2010, 50.

138 Spectator, 13 Mar. 1830, 4. Other members included Brooks, Baume, Cleave,
Hetherington, Lovett, Gale Jones, and Carlile’s erstwhile shopman James Watson.

139 LoPatin 1999 on the rise of political unions running up to the 1832 Reform Act,
when the working and middle classes were still in tandem.

140 HO 64/11, f. 161.

141 Saull’s speech was reported in the (unobtainable) Reformer’s Register, Part I
(for July, August, and September 1830), as announced in an advertisement in
Carpenter 1830-31, 16. On the expulsions: Weekly Free Press, 14, 21 August 1830.
The ultras retrenched back into the Radical Reform Association and eventually
formed the nucleus of the NUWC, with Saull as treasurer. Lovett 1920, 1: 57-58;
Wiener 1989, 21-22; Belchem 1985, 200-05; Prothero 1979, 276 —77. Saull was also
in the Southern Metropolitan Political Union, founded in the Hercules Tavern,
Lambeth, in October 1832. At the inaugural meeting, he seconded the resolution
demanding “universal suffrage, vote by ballot, and triennial parliaments”, as well
as no property qualifications, and immediate abolition of the newspaper tax:
Examiner, 21 Oct. 1832.



152 Reign of the Beast

Phillips’s science was celebrated as even more extreme. He had
ditched the great Sir Isaac Newton’s gravitation, which, for many, had
been the defining moment of English science. As a radical Enlightenment
ideologue, Phillips substituted matter and motion for attraction and
repulsion. He simply rejected Newton’s gravity, like Christian grace,
as an impossibly occult action at a distance. No radical who trashed
Newton was going to escape conservative censure, and Phillips was
doubly-hated as a “filthy jacobinical dog”."*> Detractors laughed that
he lacked gravitas himself: his roaming mind, “unincumbered by
knowledge”, said a scathing Quarterly Review, had led to him free-
wheeling into his own “secret” space. But deists were attracted, in equal
parts by the simplicity and iconoclasm of his challenge.'** Attraction and
repulsion were “mystical terms”, agreed Saull, so much “dust...thrown
into the eyes of the world”.'** For Lovett, another seceding Metropolitan
Political Union hard-liner, Phillips ratcheted up the heresy by walking
him round St Paul’s Churchyard one moonlit night, explaining his
anti-gravitational theory, sacrilegiously chalking up diagrams on the
cathedral walls as he went.'*

Nor was Phillips’s innovative technique to carry audiences with him
better liked by the ranking elite. What could you say about a publisher
who pleaded for a consensual approach to science, wanting, of all
things, the working-class reading public to become part of the forum
for establishing truth?*¢ But in inviting this “public Jury” approach—
democratic participation in the knowledge-making process—he was
enthusiastically emulated by Saull in his open museum.

Phillips’s orbital causes of environmental changes were equally
trumpeted by Saull. Plebeian interest in planetary motion affecting

142 Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 12 (Dec. 1822): 704.

143 Republican 8 (15 Aug. 1823): 169; 14 (8 Sept. 1826): 274-75. Quarterly Review 19
(July 1818): 375-79. Fellow travellers approached Newton from another side: an
Owenite and lecturer on the Saull circuit, Thomas Simmons Mackintosh, in his
“Electrical Theory of the Universe” (1837) rejected Newton’s use of an initial
Divine push to move the planets and ran the celestial machine by electrical fluids
(Morus 1998, 135). Nor was it only radical deists who resisted the Newtonian
consensus; plebeian Muggletonian Protestants could also produce rival
astronomies (Reid 2005).

144 Saull 1832b, iii-v.

145 Lovett 1920, 1: 37.

146 Wallbank 2012, 165-70.
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ancient ecologies had been growing through the 1820s.!” What partly
made the science so attractive for Phillips and Saull was its huge time
frames, those “millions of years or ages” to confound “rabbinical
or monkish commentators”.!® Saull had been trying to get behind
the fashionable mythological astronomies to find real mechanical
explanations, the sort Phillips now proffered. Saull’s search had
started at least by 1826, judging by the pseudonymous “Letter From A
Friend: On Fossil Exuviae and Planetary Motion” published in Carlile’s
Republican (Appendix 1).

Here we have Saull’s first-known published letter. It suggested that
repetitive planetary wobbles could account for both the regularity of
strata and the periodic switching of “torrid and frigid zones” (shown by
animals from hot countries being found as fossils in what are now cold
regions). Long-term planetary cycles would change the earth’s tilt and
bring “the north and south poles eventually into the position originally
occupied by the equator”.!”® This dramatic image of the swinging
obliquity of the ecliptic and the resulting Armageddon scenario as
the earth’s polar axis lay flat on the orbital plane seems to have come
out of Mackey’s Mythological Astronomy of the Ancients.'™ The melting
Arctic or Antarctic ice sheets, when faced with the baking overhead
sun, had caused the massive periodical inundations required by Cuvier.
But evidence existed that humans had survived the last such “age of
horror”. For Mackey, the “stupendous” walls of Babylon, 300 feet high,
were proof that they had been built to withstand the onslaught. In 1826,
shortly after Mackey’s book, Saull used a 50,000-year precessional cycle
to explain a deeper geology: the often-alternating geological sediments
of marine and terrestrial origin, and hot-house animals and plants
turning up in British rocks. Then, two years later, in the 1828 letter to his
vicar, he repeated this near-apocalyptic scenario. But now he made it a
25,000-year cycle (like Mackey) and put it down to the precession of the
equinoxes, which must have continued without limit to totally flip the
north and south poles.

147 R. Phillips 1821, 100-11; Mackey 1823, 1825; Byerley 1831.

148 R. Phillips 1832a, 2.

149 [Saull] 1826.

150 Mackey 1823, pt. 2, 81, 94, 115-16; 1827, 75-76, 80, 85-86, 90-93, 214. As J. Godwin
1994, 68, explains, the precession of the equinoxes for Mackey describe a spiral,
with each cycle altering the earth’s tilt by four degrees.
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What was absent from this letter was any talk of progress or
perfectibility. The probable reason is that Saull had yet to swing into
the co-operative camp,' or join up with Robert Owen. At this stage, he
was simply seeking mechanical explanations for geological periodicity.
He was still searching for them when he came under Phillips’s wing.
The old Jacobin was a different cut altogether. Phillips hated the
“antiquarian” mystics—naming Dupuis and Volney, but he meant his
nemesis Mackey."” “Stellarizing all ancient history and poetry is exactly
akin to the spiritualizing of John Bunyan”', and he would have none
of it. He was a mechanist, whose anti-occultism and anti-scripturalism
had appeal. Saull now ditched the allegorical pyrotechnics which
landed Taylor in gaol and looked to orbital astronomy to deepen his
emerging geological persona. Henceforth, he would become a scientific
cypher for Phillips’s planetary explanations of cyclical geological events.
In 1832, Saull persuaded him to flesh out his views more thoroughly.
The result was the eighty-page Essay on the Physico-Astronomical Causes
of the Geological Changes on the Earth’s Surface .... By Sir Richard Phillips.
Re-published, with a Preface. by William Devonshire Saull."* In it, Phillips
split out the twin causes as they affected geology: first, the diminishing
or rising obliquity, or tilt, of the Earth’s axis, which was responsible for
Britain having alternating hotter and colder climes.'*> And, secondly, a
complicated gyration which affected the precession of the Earth’s axis.!*
This explained the alternating marine and terrestrial sediments, as the

151 The earliest sign we have so far of his co-operative commitment is his appearance
at a shareholders’ meeting of the London Co-Operative Trading Fund Association
in Red Lion Square in 1827: London Co-operative Trading Fund Association meeting of
the shareholders held...11th Dec. 1827 (1827).

152 The feeling was mutual: Mackey 1825; Lion 1 (27 June 1828): 804.

153 R. Phillips 1832a, 37.

154 Saull’s preface was dated May 1832. The essay was published on 29 June 1832
(dated from TS, 29 June 1832, 3; Courier, 29 June 1832, 1).

155 R. Phillips 1812, 122-23; 1821, 80, 109; 1832a, 22-26, 33.

156 This was not a straight precession of the equinoxes but complex motions involving
the earth’s orbital changes due to perihelion forces. When Sir John Byerley
suggested that Phillips thought the precession of the equinoxes was enough to
bring about the geological changes, Phillips corrected him by insisting that “I
taught that the geological changes arise from the advance of the line of apsides
around the ecliptic in about 20,930 years” (R. Phillips 1832b; 1832a, 36-37; 1821,
104-05).
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oceans accumulated in either the southern or northern hemispheres.'™
But the critical point for Saull was that he saw Phillips use these
changes of terrestrial climates to “work changes of species”. It was an
environmental necessity, with the slow ecological changes wrought by a
gyrating planet through tens of thousands of years inevitably producing
“the wonderful gradation of being which we witness”."® Phillips’s
planetary views were thus a major factor facilitating Saull’s evolutionary
direction of travel. This final component would be strengthened by the
emerging co-operative movement.

157 R. Phillips 1812, 118-20; 1821, 103-04, 109; 1832a, 5-12, 20, 31. Mackey (1832)
attacked Phillips’s explanation of shifting oceans between hemispheres, in a
lecture in Dean Street, Soho, in which he also censured Saull for supporting
Phillips’s anti-gravitational views. Another denunciation of Phillips’s orbital
explanations and anti-gravitation appeared in the MNH 6 (July 1833), 361-62.

158 R. Phillips 1832a, 48, 52.
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5. Perfectibility

The Whigs came into office in 1830, for the first time that century. This
switch in political fortunes refocused minds—radical debates now raged
over suffrage, the secret ballot, and annual parliaments in the run up to
the Reform Act of 1832. These months saw renewed labour activism, the
growth of political unions, and the rise of anti-capitalist alternatives.
All of these served to expose deep divisions among Carlile’s fellow-
travellers. While the emphasis had been on debunking Christianity and
de-funding the clergy, Saull had stayed in line. But the new political
imperatives were forcing his re-evaluation of allegiances.

Many of Carlile’s supporters, fired by these new concerns, drifted
away. The poverty and powerlessness of the increasing numbers of
urban workers meant that the radicals looked to ever more democratic
solutions. But others—including Saull—while supporting this radical
move, urgently began to seek co-operative alternatives to the capitalist
economic system. Saull’s social interests as a City merchant and exponent
of the new Cuvierian palaeontology of progress made co-operation and,
ultimately, socialism an apposite choice. The root of both progressive
palaeontology and politics lay in nature’s power, delegated from below,
which pushed life ever upwards. This unaided climb, life pulling itself
up by its own bootstraps, was a powerful democratic image. Push
and power came from below, not from God’s fiat passed down via a
priesthood. Some street activists already saw in the new palaeontology
an inbuilt perfectibility principle. With Toulmin’s eternalism out of the
way, this upwards ascent of life could provide a scientific rationale for
the social doctrine of human perfectibility. Man was not depraved and
fallen; as an animal he carried nature’s principle on through his social
ascent. It legitimated the utopian drive towards the perfected man, a

©2024 Adrian Desmond, CC BY-NC 4.0 https://doi.org/10.11647/OBP.0393.05
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socialist, while, dialectically, socialist belief in perfectibility reinforced
the image of nature striving linearly ‘upwards”.!

More than political exigencies were causing fallout. Personal ones,
too, were forcing Saull’s re-orientation. His shift was made easier by
his growing circumspection in the face of custodial threats. But Carlile’s
behaviour pushed him further. Carlile’s star had waned through the late
1820s. By 1831, he was off the scene, in prison, and his shop was in a
parlous state. In 1832, they were selling off stock cheap. A “wreck”, the
spy called the business, as Carlile’s house in Fleet Street was let in a last
desperate measure. There had always been grumblings about Carlile’s
extravagance and brusqueness, too, with the spy reporting that “most of
Taylor’s and Fitch’s friends” thought him “too Rash” and that he was no
longer “respected”.?

But what ultimately cost Carlile so much support was “the way he
treats his wife”.? This came to a head in 1830. Carlile started an affair with
a young evangelical-apostate Eliza Sharples, fresh from the mill town of
Bolton.* He moved her, pregnant, into his house and his long-suffering
wife and children out. Jane, who had kept his shop open through thick
and thin, and gone to prison for him, was booted out. This was too
much for many: “moral delinquency”, Hetherington called it. He added
a few years later, on looking back, that “nearly all your best friends were
ashamed of you—they had entirely abandoned you”.” Hetherington
and Carlile now loathed one another. But then Hetherington was
devoting himself fully to working-class agitation. The hounded editor
of the illegal Poor Man's Guardian (founded 1831),° still republican of
course, and as anti-clerical as ever, was emerging pre-eminently as a
class warrior, something Carlile never was. Hetherington’s demands

1  Bowler 2021 on the interdependence of utopianism’s pre-determined social goal
and a linear view of ‘evolution’.

2 HO64/11, . 85; HO 64/18, ff. 602, 736; Cosmopolite 1 (5 May 1832); 2 (26 Jan.
1833).

3 HO64/11,1.7.

4 HO64/12f. 38. The “Lady” is from Liverpool, the spy reported erroneously; she
was from Bolton (Frow and Frow 1989, 38).

5  PMG, 1 Nov. 1834. 308; also 15 Nov. 1834. 326; 6 Dec. 1834. 347-49; Wiener 1983,
81, ch. 10; Keane 2006; Frow and Frow 1989, 36-38.

6 It was illegal because Hetherington refused to pay the government stamp duty
(which was itself designed to wipe out the inflammatory street press): Wiener
1969; Hollis 1970. The PMG got everywhere; distributors even impishly left copies
on the Duke of Bedford’s doorstep: HO 64/12, £. 165.
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for workers’ rights reflected the heated political rhetoric inside the
Rotunda, Optimist, and other radical venues: full representation and
fair wages to end poverty and oppression, which meant suffrage, the
ballot, and abolition of property qualifications.” None of these were
Carlile’s priorities.

They were, however, Saull’s, who proved the point by taking on the
treasurer’s role in the Hetherington-inspired National Union of the
Working Classes (the spy’s main target for surveillance). Saull began
dissociating himself from Carlile; in truth, their differences became
irreconcilable as the reform crisis loomed. How he reacted to Carlile’s
“moral marriage” we do not know, although he was later to help Jane
Carlile and her children.® But, for Carlile himself, the cash was drying
up. It now appeared as if the two men shared nothing but a disgust of
Christianity.

While Saull backed the new political unions urging universal
suffrage, Carlile called them “contemptibly devoid of intellect and useful
purpose”.’ For him, they were all resolution and no action. Carlile, the
strident individualist, was moving in an opposite direction, playing the
prima donna, sounding more and more the bourgeois liberal overlord,
insisting that these “dastardly associations, contemptible, frivolous,
paltry nothings” should stop posturing and build on his infidel
framework.!° He accepted no need for any further reforming foundations

7  For Hetherington these were the prerequisites before schemes like co-operation
could be considered, as he insisted time and again up to the passing of the Reform
Bill: PMG, 14 Jan. 1832, 245-46; 28 Jan. 1832, 254; 2 Jun. 1832, 407; 1 Sept. 1832,
513; 8 Sept. 1832, 528; 22 Sept. 1832, 541; 22 Sept. 1832, 537; 29 Sept. 1832, 548; 29
Sept. 1832, 551; 3 Nov. 1832, 588; 1 Dec. 1832, 631. Among many incubators of
Hetherington’s emerging class consciousness might be considered the LMI, which
both Hetherington and Saull attended (Flexner 2014). Here self-teaching groups
formed, strengthening self-reliance, and management was divided into “working
class” and “not of the working class”, emphasising the distinction.

8  Saull never neglected Carlile’s family, adding to funds to make sure they were
provisioned later in life: NS, 22 Nov. 1851; Reasoner 12 (10 Dec. 1851): 64; (21 Apr.
1852): 367. In this he worked in conjunction with his closest friends (see Appendix
6). These included the apothecary Thomas Prout, another Carlile bankroller
who sat with Saull in every political union; Dr Arthur Helsham; and the Paineite
Edward Henman, who had also funded Carlile.

9  Lion 4 (9 Oct. 1829): 449-52; Belchem 1985, 198; Wiener 1983,171.

10  Prompter 1 (3 Sept. 1831): 753; Wiener 1983, 172. Admitting that the more
moderate National Political Union was the “best thing of the kind that had been
attempted” was simply damning with faint praise: Prompter 1 (3 Sept. 1831): 754.
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than his anti-Christianity, all else was hot air. As a result, he was expelled
from the Radical Reform Association, while the Metropolitan Political
Union members actually hissed the “comical blade” for his reactionary
views before kicking him out."

As for London’s co-operative experiments favoured by Saull,
Carlile took still graver exception. From the first, he branded them a
“retrogression”, believing that, without competition, society would
level all down to the “mediocre”. He saw co-operative efforts as stifling
the “dynamic motives of human action”, leading to a “diminution in
production”, in McCalman’s paraphrase. The more rejection Carlile
suffered, the more aggrieved and opinionated he became as he built
bulwarks against the trend. “I hate the co-operative system that would
monotonously tie down the talent or utility of mankind, so as to make
the ingenuity of the genius subservient to the dulness of the dolt”. Not
for him the “new millenium” [sic], as he lashed all such schemes as
“Utopian”."?

Carlile had never really advanced labour’s claims, now he rejected
more revolutionary action. He was no less vehement against the trades’
unions and their “Tom-fool tricks”. He founded his Gauntlet (1833) to
take on the unions, who blinded their adherents with “secresy [sic] and
nonsense”.”® Everything about Carlile now smacked of betrayal. The last
straw for Saull’s radical friends was Carlile’s acceptance of the Whigs’
£10 household franchise as the basis of the Reform Bill, which would give
democratic power to the middle classes while cutting out labour. The
‘base Whigs’ seemed to have got him. It was confirmed when, on top of
endorsing a classic capitalist economy, he approved its Malthusian base,
the ultimate horror. Unlike almost all ultra-radicals, he had accepted
Thomas Malthus’s dictum that population outstripped food supply,
making struggle, despair, and death the norm in the fight for resources.
In this, he appalled Saull, and even Taylor berated Carlile’s “Anti-social”

11 Wiener 1983, 171-72; PMG, 1 Nov. 1834, 309.

12 Lion 1 (29 Feb. 1828): 258-62; McCalman 1975, 150.

13 Gauntlet 1 (1833): iii-iv. Even the anti-Owenite Trades” Union journal, The Agitator,
and Political Anatomist (Dec. 1831: 8, in HO 64/19, £. 138), criticized Carlile for
demanding unions give up secrecy, without which their members could be picked
off by the government.
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views on this score.’ Saull said that Malthusians should “blush with
conscious shame”. Such pessimism rested on ignorance of the earth’s
true “productive powers” and a failure to appreciate that a proper
technical education would push up productivity and put mankind on
“the correct path of improvement”.!>

Owenism, Geology, and the Social Millennium

For Saull, the bridge was burnt. He never wavered from Carlile’s anti-
Creation and anti-clerical materialism, he simply carried it into the
co-operative camp as he worked up his palaeontology. By late 1827, he
was already a shareholder in the London Co-operative Trading Fund
Association, which planned to buy or rent land on which labourers
could make and sell goods at their full value (with no middle men).'
But, as with so many nominally-agrarian and co-operative goals of the
London-based activists, it ended up promoting education and sending
out speakers to local groups (“missionary work”, in Prothero’s words).
Finally, as Malcolm Chase says, it reflected this “growing didactic
function” by changing its name in 1829 to the equally ponderous
“British Association for Promoting Co-operative Knowledge”
(BAPCK)."” By 1831, this was the London lynchpin of some five
hundred local co-operative societies and hosted a galaxy of activists—
all now straddling the radical/co-operative line. The radical aspect was
evident as they targeted the “rapacious aristocracy” for appropriating
the land, turning labourers into “slaves” and “making their labour a
marketable commodity”."® Reclaiming the land remained the agrarian

14 Lion 1 (28 Mar. 1828): 372; Wiener 1983, 172. Huzel 2006 on the near unanimous
detestation of Malthus in the post-Carlile pauper press and the widespread belief
among radicals that social inequality was to blame for pauperism, not profligacy.

15 Saull 1853, vii. He would also shortly attack the Whigs” Malthusian-inspired New
Poor Law and the workhouses. Hale (2014), focussing on later Victorian times,
rightly emphasizes the politically-constitutive dimension of antagonistic radical
anti-Malthusian and capitalist Malthusian attitudes to the study of human origins
and the ordering of society.

16  London Co-operative Trading Fund Association meeting of the shareholders held...11th
Dec.1827 (1827), 3pp.

17  Chase 1998, 148-51; Prothero 1979, 243. Its activists included many Saull
associates: William Lovett, James Watson (the former Carlile shopworker), George
Petrie, John Cleave, and Henry Hetherington. Claeys 2002, 175-82.

18 Chase 1988, 150.
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goal, but it was soon overtaken by more ambitious urban concerns.
And many of these were to become central to the later movement—
indeed the blueprint for Saull’s agenda—including establishing
schools, dispatching missionaries, and opening halls for “lecturing on
co-operation and the sciences.””

Much of this—the sciences and schooling—was dear to Saull’s heart.
He backed the BAPCK, which, in 1831, would take up the fight against
the government clampdown on the unstamped press and Hetherington’s
jailing for publishing the Poor Man’s Guardian*® ‘Associations’ for
advancing causes were in the air at the time. The British Association for
the Advancement of Science held its first meeting this summer (1831).
And Saull was on the working committee of the co-operative “Association
for Removing the Causes of Ignorance” (founded 1831). He guaranteed
£20 yearly for seven years to this particular institution, which was
dedicated to buying land and starting an infant school based on rational
lines and instigating programmes for educating the “unemployed and
uneducated”, women and men alike.” This was another grand scheme
that was better in the planning than the execution. In truth, hardly a
radical/co-operative society or rational/educational scheme passed by
that Saull did not support.

Co-operators had taken matters into their own hands to start collective
endeavours through the late 1820s. Their paternal inspiration might have
come from the philanthropist Robert Owen, but he was away in America
at the time, and the speed of events took him by surprise. Owen was a
man of humble origin, enormous energy, and good people-management
skills. He was known mainly for his model village and innovative school
at his New Lanark mill, which had drawn worldwide interest. He was
back in London in 1830, when the spy tipped off the Home Office that
Saull was “one of his best friends and supporters”.? Owen encouraged
many of the co-operative schemes (and was eventually honoured as the
‘social father”), even though he was radically outflanked by the young
guns. Every bit the cultural determinist, he made social and cultural

19  The Co-Operative Miscellany; or, Magazine of Useful Knowledge 1 (Feb. 1830): 25-26.

20  British Co-operator 1 (5 Aug. 1830); PMG, 30 July 1831, 30-31; Cobbett’s Weekly
Political Register 73 (27 Aug. 1831): 562-65.

21  Morning Post, 21 Dec. 1831, 1; Radical Reformer, 24 Dec. 1831, in HO 64/18, . 706;
PMG, 25 Dec. 1831; Examiner, Dec. 1831, 826, 831; 22 Jan. 1832; MC, 18 Jan. 1832.

22 HO64/11, f.238.
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conditions the nurturing agent: change the home environment, and a
child’s moral and ethical growth can be steered. Saull applied this mutatis
mutandis to ancient history. Taking his cue from Phillips, Saull accepted
that a change in the ecological conditions brought about by planetary
movement could direct the change of species. Owen’s environmental
necessitarianism might have been a sticking point for critics, from
Carlileans to Owen’s Christian fellow-travellers,® but it never was for
Saull. It simply sharpened his approach to the development of life.

Owen, with his unshakable faith in human perfectibility, became
Saull’s icon. Indeed, many idolized Owen at the moment, excepting of
course Carlile, who thought him a “fame-seeking opinionate” who “far
exceeds all other fanatics”.* When Saull and Owen first made contact
we do not know, but it was before Owen left for America. While Owen
was away, Saull sent him a copy of his stinging Letter to the Vicar in
1828.2 With Owen’s homecoming, philanthropist and financier began
working together. Owen’s “New Religion”, the subject of his February
1831 lectures in town, was the old religion that “all Religion was in
error and that the only one necessary was that of Nature which caused
Man and all other animals to act in all they did because it could not
do otherwise”.? So said the undercover agent, reporting to the police.
Nothing would have struck Saull more than that Owen hit the ground
running in London with an anti-religious message. Published by Saull’s
co-conspirator John Brooks as The New Religion; or, Religion Founded on
the Immutable Laws of the Universe (1830), Owen’s talks demanded that,
as any first step to social change, the religious warping of the infant
mind must cease. As John Hedley Brooke has said, such secular religion
was pursued with all the fervour of the sacred,” and the rapture was
evident in Owen and Saull.

Since character was shaped by circumstance, all delusional input
must be removed. Religious dogmas, often held by hypocrites or
imposed for socially-controlling motives, were harmful to the moral

23  For example, the Freethinking Christian and anti-priestcraft Owenite T. Simmons
Mackintosh ([1840]), who was in later years to lecture in tandem with Saull.

24  Wiener 1983, 24.

25 W.D. Saull to Robert Owen, n.d., ROC/18/6/1, Co-Operative Heritage Trust
Archive, Manchester.

26 HO 64/11, f. 237; Robert Owen [1830].

27 J. H. Brooke 1991, 205.
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development. It is hardly surprising that Saull immediately gravitated
to Owen, these were to be his guiding precepts for life. And, of course,
Saull immediately put his finances at Owen’s disposal. The spy now
targeted a new venue, Albion Hall. This stood behind Albion Chapel,
a “pleasing”, domed building on the corner of London Wall and
Moorgate. It had been erected at huge cost by the infidels’ nemesis, the
Rev. Alexander Fletcher. For some years, the hall had been the home of
the City of London Literary and Scientific Institution, which trained the
merchants’ sons and bankers’ clerks, while the Cecilian Society practised
its sacred music there every Tuesday evening.” The surveillance records
show that, by February 1831, Saull had acquired it for Owen’s lectures:

This place was originally built for a School to Albion Chapel, but Saul
[sic] has become a Leasee and the Society of Co-operatives of whom he
is one of the strongest have had it made higher and have altered it as a
Lecture Room, or a Concert room having also had a small Organ built
there for that purpose.”

This was the start of Saull’s lifelong financial commitment to Owenism.
This very transaction, in fact, was the template for a succession of
acquisitions to house Owenite lectures and social festivals, hence the
obligatory organ. Seventy turned up to hear Owen’s inaugural speech,
“but many left before it was over disgusted”, reported the spy, smugly.
Yet, a hundred were there in subsequent weeks, with Saull in the
audience.®

Many were now moving over to Owen’s party or splitting their
loyalties between the co-operators and radical unions. One could see
it in the Optimist Chapel. It was still delivering blistering broadsides
against Christianity in 1831, but increasingly the talk was Owenism. For
example, another intelligence target, the Thames dockworker, leader of
the shipwrights” union and erstwhile Cato Street conspirator John Gast,
was reported lecturing here in the Spring. He was not seen so much

28 LMR 2 (24 Sept. 1825): 362; Register of Arts and Journal of Patent Inventions ns 2 (10
Mar. 1828) 45; Cruchley [1831], 141; Shepherd 1827, 170.

29 HO 64/11, f. 237.

30 HO 64/11, ff. 204, 237, 238. For a flyer announcing these talks on the “New
Religion of the Science of Society” at Albion Hall see f. 216. These venues rarely
lasted long, this one persisted for three months. Owen on 7 April 1831 started at a
new chapel near Brunswick Square: HO 64/11, f. 249.
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among the “political parties” these days, the spy reported, “having
joined the Co-operative Society on Owens Plan and is chiefly among
those who meet here [at the Optimist] and in the [Owenite] Tea Parties
of Men and Women who now and then meet about London.”* So Saull
was only one among many activists gravitating to Owen, or splitting
their time between co-operators and the working-class unions.
Whatever the crossover to co-operation, the activists remained
radical, in that they still agitated against the aristocracy, the state church,
and government oppression. Oppression took many forms. For example,
the fourpenny newspaper stamp duty was designed to gag the street
presses and put them out of business. Hence any paper with a penny
cover price was illegal, because it had not paid the duty and passed
it on. The beleaguered printers, led by Hetherington, became a cause
célebre on the street. The ‘liberty” of the press, one unencumbered by
taxes, was, like trial by jury, hailed by all radicals as a guarantor of British
freedom*—and the hand-cranked press in the commoner’s hand was
now heralded as the saviour of a corrupt society. The way the law was
selectively applied proved it was targeting the agitators. The “soporific”
Penny Magazine was left alone because it was “harmless”, whereas the
“obnoxious” rags pedalling blasphemy and sedition were singled out.*
The activists cleverly branded it a “Tax on Knowledge”, and the catch-
phrase caught on. Opposition to it became a rallying point as editors
stuck to a penny and went to prison. Not merely editors, mostly it was the
street sellers who were picked up with tricolour placards and bundles of
the Poor Man’s Guardian. Over a couple of years, possibly 200 were given
three months” detention (despite pleas that they were lending papers
for unlimited periods at a penny a piece!).* A “Victim’s Fund” was
set up, with Saull as Treasurer, and subscriptions poured in to Saull’s

31 HO 64/11 £.209; Prothero 1979, 259-61. Gale Jones was another crossing the floor.
On his sympathy for Owen: Claeys 2002, 64.

32 Epstein 1994, 62ff.

33 Church Examiner, and Ecclesiastical Record, 15 Sept. 1832, in HO 64/18, f. 384;
“soporific”: The Thief, 5 May 1832, in HO 64/18, £. 568.

34 Republican (Hetherington), 13 Aug. 1831, 5. Hollis 1970, vii, reports that from 1830
to 1836 740 men, women and children went to prison for selling the ‘unstamped’”.
Hetherington was caught by the Bow Street runners and jailed in 1831, and again
in 1832 (Barker [1938], 15).
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wine depot.*® No matter whether Saull had his co-operative BAPCK or
radical NUWC hat on, he collected funds for the jailed vendors.*® The
pot paid out 5s a week to those incarcerated, a good going rate which
explains the mock heroics in court of otherwise destitute sellers. One
defiant vendor retorted to a magistrate: “imprisonment, I care nothing
about it, as long as I am supported by the ‘National Union.”” The fund
also supported their wives and encouraged new sellers despite the mass
arrests. Of course, “citizen Saull” chipped in, putting guineas into the
pot where others put in pennies.”

Owen’s return from America had reinforced the flagging message of
man’s moral and physical perfectibility. His “New Religion” and “New
State of Society” rammed home the point as he took to Saull’s Albion
stage. Only a change in “circumstances” could “produce a superior
physical, mental, and moral character”, and this required a new secular
and scientific schooling for children, whose plastic minds provided the
substrate. Man was “no more a free or responsible agent” than any other
creature.®*® He was the product of his environment: tweak that, and he
could be moulded and perfected. A messianic belief in adaptability
swept the Owenite communities. In this secular theology of deism and
religion of nature, “Science was the new providence, education was
to be the redeemer of mankind; for by understanding and controlling
circumstances, man could shape the human clay.”* As Stedman Jones
says, Owen’s “historically unencumbered language” inspired huge
numbers, “clearing the ground for a belief in natural and universal
equality, human perfectibility, the malleability of social and political
institutions” %

35 For the opening subscription lists, see PMG, 6 Aug. 1831; Republican
(Hetherington), 20 Aug. 1831, p. 8; thereafter Saull’s name (with Lovett as his
assistant) appeared in every subscription list published in the PMG, Political
Register, Republican, Radical, or Cosmopolite. Hollis 1970, esp. 194-202; Wiener 1969,
89, 203.

36 PMG, 16 July 1831, for Saull on the NUWC committee on subscriptions; PMG, 30
July 1831, for both Saull’s BAPCK and NUWC subscription work. Hollis 1970, and
Wiener 1969, on the radical ‘war of the unstamped’, and Hewitt 2014 on the wider
effects of the stamp duty, paper excise tax, and advertising tax on the newspaper
industry.

37  Republican (Hetherington), 13 Aug. 1831, 5. Saull’s guineas: PMG, 17 Sept. 1831.

38 Robert Owen 1830, 45, 60.

39 Royle 1974, 23.

40 G.S.]Jones 1983, 126-27.
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‘Malleability” was a key concept. Saull’s Optimist comrade Pierre
Baume even announced in messianic eugenical fashion that he intended
to leave trustees his wealth “in order to encourage experiments on
pERFECTIBILITY, which have been tried succesfully [sic] upon almost
every kind of vegetables and animals, except upon the HUMAN SPECIES;
to find out whether we may or not form characters of an extraordinary
superiority above every one now in existence!”*!

But fellow travellers often fell out over priorities—many radicals
argued that political and economic equality was a prerequisite to social
regeneration. Some, just over the fence, in the NUWC, got so fed up
with the talk that they “despised those who wrapt themselves in the
perfectibility” jargon.** Few doubted that humans could be improved,
but the population had to be “morally and politically free” before the
experiment could begin.* Others would struggle with Malthus’s attack
on such optimism—his belief that stress was inevitable given population
growth, despite Owen’s counter argument that man could produce
more than he could consume. One young surveyor with a passion for
wild life, the future ‘Darwinian’ evolutionist Alfred Russel Wallace,
whose “first love” was Robert Owen, would shortly wrestle with these
contradictions.*

This search for Heaven on earth inevitably affronted religious
sensibilities. It was the damnable dream of the “licentious, or the
profligate”, in short, the proud, who “would concede to no higher
tribunal” and would deny “the necessary infirmities of our fallen
nature.”*® And at least one geological don at the exclusive Anglican
seminary of Cambridge University, the Rev. Adam Sedgwick, hysterically
saw it raise the spectre of the French Revolutionary Terror. Genuine fear
was struck into some hearts by Robert Owen’s “moral fanatics” spreading
their pernicious panaceas about earthly perfection: “no human system
can bring the rebellious faculties of man under the law of obedience;
and ... no external change of government whatsoever can make him

41 Lion 3 (27 Mar. 1829): 396; Baume 1829, 4.

42 PMG, 18 Feb. 1832.

43 Detrosier 1831.

44  G. Jones 2002, 74, 86-95; J. R. Moore 1997; Durant 1979, 35; R. Smith 1972, 191-96.
45 Rennell 1819, 25.
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even approach toward a state of moral perfection—an idle dream of
false philosophy ... and directly opposed to the word of God.”*

The reaction shows how frightening a reinvigorated perfectibilist faith
could seem. Nor did it need another Cambridge ordinand reviewing for
the Tory Quarterly to point out where such nonsense must end:

Dr. Darwin, indeed, carried the hypothesis still farther—for it was a
favourite part of his creed that man, when he first sprang by chance into
being, was an oyster, and nothing more; and that by time alone, (a lapse
of some chiliads or myriads of ages, for he has not given his chronology
very particularly,) and the perfectibility of his ostraceous nature, he
became first an amphibious, and then a terrestrial animal!*’

That shaft was aimed at the pirates’ favourite, William Lawrence. In his
street-saturating Lectures on Man, he saw both the individual and the
human species being perfected.* Man might be unique in his moral
perfectibility, but there were no species limitations to the concept. The
prospect was opening up of the improvement of all life—the spectrum
from the oyster to the infant. Just as a child’s mind was malleable, so, as
Baume pointed out, domestic breeds were equally pliable. Saull’s client,
the Rev. Robert Taylor, portrayed it as a case of releasing latent potential.
This was the “purpose of nature”, he had announced at the Areopagus,
and nature’s effort “to evolve and bring forth the moral capabilities of
man, may be traced from the very first origination of animal life”.*’ Taylor,
perhaps in talking to Saull, had crossed the line. In an Owenite world
where circumstances shaped development, uncontrolled by a capricious
deity, a certain symmetry prevailed. The “immutable laws of nature”
applied to all; therefore man, being an animal, “is equally subjected
to these laws with all earthly animal and vegetable existences”.*® And,
while humans were “generated by nature” and could be regenerated by
a social and economic realigning with the “immutable laws of nature”,
it was short step to regenerating species into more perfect or ‘higher’

46 Sedgwick 1833, 76-77. This was the Sedgwick who just as vehemently damned
books on transmutation as a “paradise of fools”: Adam Sedgwick to Richard
Owen, 30 March (no year), British Museum (Natural History), Owen Collection,
23: f. 298; Desmond 1982, 189.

47 [D’Oyly] 1819, 14.

48 Lawrence 1822, 202.

49 Lion 4 (9 Oct. 1829), 462.

50 Robert Owen 1830, 152.



5. Perfectibility 171

forms as ecological conditions changed. Improving circumstances could
lead to improved species: Nature could act like a super-Owenite. If
impediments had only to be removed to achieve human advancement,
perhaps through prehistory ecological impediments had been removed
for the species in each era to be improved.

Some wealthy, well-read co-operators were already flirting with
dangerous ideas. If removing impediments was the way to social
change, then obstacles to women’s education should be the first to go. It
was the pre-eminent call co-operators had learned from the emancipist
William Thompson. His Mary Wollstonecraft-homaging Appeal of One
Half the Human Race, Women, Against the Pretensions of the Other half,
Men, to Retain them in Political, and thence in Civil and Domestic, Slavery
(1825) was aimed squarely at the “backsliding” utilitarian James Mill,
who shockingly saw women'’s interests represented by their husbands
and fathers. An improving Cork estate-owner—so improving that he
was dubbed the “Red Republican”—Thompson was the movement’s
foremost anti-capitalist theorist. His Inquiry into the Principles of the
Distribution of Wealth (1824) was a staple in radical libraries (including
the NUWC’s).”> He disputed that capital should flow to the middle
classes, giving them the leisure to indulge in intellectual activities. With
labour fairly rewarded, mechanics would invade the scientific realm
and give it new objectives and class allegiances. Mechanics’ institutions,
he urged, should be run by the workers themselves, and they should
be equally open to women.* For Saull, with his emphasis on artisan
education, this would have had a sweet sound. Thompson’s work would
have been well known to Saull, perhaps even the man himself. For when
the wealthy philanthropist died in 1833, and his will leaving £10,000
to the co-operators was contested by relatives, Saull was part of the
committee set up to back the executors.>*

51 Robert Owen 1830, 89, 245. The NMW (1 [31 Jan. 1835]: 110) was still stressing
“primitive man, generated by nature”.

52 Pankhurst 1991, 57, 145.

53 W. Thompson 1826a, 46-47; 1824, x—xvi, 274-76.

54  People’s Conservative (Destructive) 1 (28 Dec. 1833): 380. Saull and Anna Wheeler
were among those deputed to raise fighting funds to settle it in the courts. But
Thompson’s writings on the despotism of marriage—which the relatives read into
their testimony to suggest that the bequest was to further an immoral onslaught
on the sacrament—did not dispose the Irish court to the co-operator’s case:
Pankhurst 1991, 130-36.
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When it came to women’s education, Thompson’s arguments
were intriguing. Perfecting the species relied on unblocking potential,
particularly that of the oppressed sex, women.” Not only that, but any
positive gain had to be passed on through the generations. It had to
be cumulative. The cosmopolitan Thompson was well travelled and
au fait with French thought. He had digested Jean-Baptiste Lamarck’s
“valuable” Histoire Naturelle des Animaux sans Vertébres (7 tomes, 1815-
1822). Thompson never mentioned that this book, by the professor of
“insects and worms” (or invertebrates, in Lamarck’s later neologism )
at the Muséum d’Histoire Naturelle, advocated the transformism of the
living chains of life.*® Thompson, rather, was interested in Lamarck’s
laws of inheritance—that characters acquired in life were passed on,
by some irreversible process. Without such an inheritance, Lamarck
believed (and Thompson quoted him in the Co-operative Magazine),
“nature would never have been able to diversify animals as it has
done, and to establish amongst them a progression”. The crux for
Thompson was that transmission to the offspring was only possible if
“the changes acquired are common to the two sexes”. There he had it: the
justification for co-education—"if the females do not partake of every
improvement equally with the males” the effort would be futile: “all
our labors at improvement, as concerns the progression of the race, will
be rendered abortive”. Denying the downtrodden women schooling led
to a lose-lose scenario: mothers could not pass on any improvements,
nor, being uneducated, could they train their children.’” Saull shared
all these views; equal education, for him, became a mantra, and, tacitly,
he adopted a ‘social Lamarckian” outlook. Still, even such a tangential
mention of the ‘evolutionist” Lamarck in co-operative literature was
rare, and he seems only to have been exploited for social ends.

It was obvious with the rise of co-operation and Owen'’s return
to London why Toulmin’s eternal nature was a dead letter. It had
negated any directional, progressive trend, and with it any hope of
society advancing to Utopia. For Toulmin, like other Enlightenment

55 B. Taylor 1983, 24-27, 68-69.

56 For the correct interpretation of Lamarck’s transformism before Charles Lyell’s
re-imagining, see Hodge 1971, Sloan 1997, and Corsi 1988, on Lamarck’s cultural
context.

57 W. Thompson 1826b, 250, 253, 254.
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philosophers, the masses were an “unmoveable and unimproveable
threat”.® But the “masses” now had their champions in the articulate
class warriors of the NUWC, nature added its fossil backing to the calls
for progress, and Saull sat astride the new Cuvierian geology while
praising Owen’s faith in perfectibility.

While ‘Cuvier’ was just a name to infidels, who twisted his views
alarmingly to fit their own needs, he was actually well known to the
elite philanthropists. In 1818, Georges Cuvier, accumulating posts
alarmingly, and now mooted as Minister of State, had visited Britain to
study British administration and scientific bodies. Owen, famed for his
New Lanark school and community, hosted Cuvier, his wife, and step-
daughter and returned to Paris with them on a specially-dispatched
French frigate. Although Owen could not speak a word of French, the
Genevan savant and diplomat Charles Pictet, who had himself studied
Owen’s New Lanark methods, acted as his companion and interpreter,
as Saull would do later. Cuvier and Owen shared a carriage to Paris,
where, for six weeks, Owen was introduced to all the leading lights,
including the biogeographer Alexander von Humboldt and Pierre-
Simon Laplace, known for his nebular hypothesis of solar system
development. Owen’s own self-aggrandizing account in his Life has him
sitting “in the celebrated French Academy, of which my constant friend,
Cuvier, was secretary”.”

But how infidels and Saull’s Owenites interpreted Cuvier’s fossil
geology was highly contentious. Some saw life on earth as a self-
propelling, endless climb, and controversially claimed that it was
“proved by the researches of Cuvier”. Moreover, life was “directed
towards some end or final purpose”. The “exalted generative powers of
the earth” had ushered in a succession of creatures treading a path
towards the production of man. Cuvier’s fossil progression was the
proof of perfectibility. The earth’s final “effort” was an “imperfect
attempt towards the production of a class of rational beings.” Still
imperfect, mankind had a way to go as social regeneration succeeded

58 R.S. Porter 1978a, 445.

59 Robert Owen 1857, 1:166-70; R. D. Owen 1874, 121-22; Outram 1984, 103, on the
Ministry offering. Owen’s Christian acolyte John Minter Morgan, author of the
Owenite allegory Revolt of the Bees (1826), was another who hosted Cuvier. This
was probably in 1830. At the time, Cuvier was on his second visit to London, just
as the July Revolution broke out: Morgan 1834, 1: 127-28.
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physical generation. But the height of mechanical millennialism was
reached by one letter writer, tipping his hat to Mackey’s Mythological
Astronomy. The obliquity of the earth’s axis, he suggested, had yet to tilt
so much that upended conditions would usher the planet to “the acme
of its perfectibility”.®

Such was the political and millennial maelstrom in which Saull was
developing his geology. And by this point he was an ace away from
stretching ‘perfectibility” to its limit, in a way that even some socialists
found horrifying.

60 Lion 1 (6 June 1828): 731-34.



6. Founding the Museum —
June 1831

Historians have long complained that too little attention is paid to the
content of museums.! But simply enumerating items is insufficient.
We need to understand the way they functioned in discrete contexts,
how the contents were presented, how they were viewed, and what
social message they carried. On the extreme fringes it is often easier to
gauge the underlying intention, which is too easily masked in genteel
bourgeois settings. Particularly in times of crisis, in the aftermath, say,
of the French Revolution, the ideology can become overt as controlling
or liberating factors become visible.? The year 1831 was one of those
stressful times, with angry demands reaching a crescendo in the run up
to parliamentary reform.

Saull opened his museum in June 1831 at the beginning of a long, hot
summer, a summer which saw three months’ debate in the Commons
over the Reform Bill. Radicals grew ever angrier at events. Hetherington
started his Poor Man’s Guardian on 9 July 1831, days after the museum
opened, with the clarion call, so redolent with multiple meanings, “we
... deny the authority of our ‘lords’ to enclose the common against us”.
For his suffrage campaigners the bill was a “deceit” perpetrated by the
“liberal’ (Ha! ha!) wrics”.?> And Hetherington knew just what to do with
museums, stuff them full of dethroned kings and defrocked priests.* So
heightened were tensions that when the Lord’s threw out the Reform
Bill on its second reading that October—with twenty one bishops

1 Torrens, 1995, 282. Only recently has this begun to be rectified: Knell 1997, 2000;
Taylor and Anderson 2017; Berkowitz and Lightman 2017.

2 Morrell 1971, 43.

PMG, 9 July 1831.

4 Republican (Hetherington), 11 June 1831, 7.
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voting against it—riots broke out, some church congregations walked
out in disgust; and, in Bristol, despite three cavalry troops arriving in
the city, the bishop’s palace was burned down.’ Saull’s whirlwind of
activities—those outside of his regular wine and fossil trading—was
astonishing in these months. He was simultaneously operating in
multiple radical, infidel, and co-operative spheres. While negotiating for
the museum in April, he was trying to bail Taylor for his Easter sermon
on the Crucifixion, with its call for a “Radical Reform in the Kingdom
of Heaven”.® Fearful, like Hetherington, that they were all at this point
under intelligence scrutiny, Saull nevertheless secretly helped keep the
Rotunda afloat.” He was attending its Sabbath blasphemy extravaganzas
and its new inflammatory Monday NUWC meetings, which started up
in May, within days of his finalizing his museum purchase. He was
talking at the Optimist Chapel, looking for new venues for Owen to
succeed Albion Hall, and fund-raising at the BAPCK for the jailed news
vendors. So many irons were being forged in the political fire of the
moment. If, however, we pull focus, we can see that, in simple strategic
terms, the museum was founded at the junction between the end of
Saull’s ‘blasphemy’ phase and beginning of his Owenite one.

This was also a fleeting, forlorn moment of revolutionary optimism.
Within days of the museum’s founding, Saull was organizing the
first anniversary celebrations for the July Revolution in France and its
“victory over kingly despotism”. Here with Carlile’s erstwhile shop
assistant James Watson (1799-1874) and others, he sang the Marseilles
in French (de rigueur at such events).® Henry Weisser has even claimed
that this public anniversary meeting was a “turning point” as an all-
working-class affair, a symbolic moment when class consciousness
became incarnate.’ Spirits were high and expectations still higher:
“N.B.—If another Revolution should occur in the mean time, they will
both be celebrated at the same time,” ran Hetherington’s advert for the

M. Brock 1973, 244-55; Halévy 1950, 42.

HO 64/17, f. 48, HO 64/11, ff. 200, 296.

HO 64/11, ff. 229, 446 (29 Nov. 1831).
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were concerned.
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meeting, three days after the papers announced Saull’s museum open.
With the self-identifying group hailing one another “Citizen Watson”
and so on in the euphoria, Saull became, for a fleeting moment in 1831,
“Citizen Saul” [sic].'° It was a propitious moment to announce to the
sans culottes his own geological Temple of Reason.

No wonder the year saw new church militants crusading against the
infidels, those “sorry warriors” whose pernicious and “illegitimate”
geology threatened the “great Armageddon”.! These friends of the
French Revolution had made “Omnipotence” impotent and “babbled
out their puerile conditions about a progression in nature”.”” But
whether geology threatened or fascinated, there was no doubting its
draw. While science could serve many masters, some apprentices
wanted it to go further. Again, in April 1831, as Saull was preparing to
negotiate for his exhibits, the Herald to the Trades” Advocate heard from its
readers that it featured too little science.” Even the young Hetherington
was warmly sympathetic to science. The Poor Man’s Guardian would,
admittedly, become famous for its distraction-free advocacy of workers’
rights, with reform first, science education second. And its radical
correspondents attacked the Whigs” milk-sop mechanics’ institutions,
which diverted the workers with so much pap, and featured complaints
that artisans were “saturated” with science. Saull’s printer friend
John Cleave would equally lash the Whig institutes, accusing them of
diverting the mechanics from more threatening economic studies with
“zoological and geological sciences, and all the other ologicals”.'® The
message was ‘emancipation first’. But this socially-controlling, fodder-
stuffing image'® did not apply to all mechanics’ institutions, and notably
not to London’s. Helen Flexner’s study, by contrast, has shown that
it allowed partial worker control, worker self-instruction, women'’s
participation (at least on occasions), and in one respect it went to

10  Republican (Hetherington), 25 June 1831, 8; 29 Nov. 1831, 192.

11  [Murray] 1831, xiii—xv.

12 John George Children to William Swainson, 11 July 1831, William Swainson
Correspondence, Linnean Society; Desmond 1989, 147.

13 Herald to the Trades” Advocate, 9 Apr. 1831.

14 PMG, 6 June 1835, also 1, 8 Sept. 1832.

15 TS, 31 Dec. 1835, 4. Cleave was talking in John Savage’s radical Mechanics” Hall
of Science in Marylebone, and was referring to a conventional Creationist geology
and innocuous zoology.

16 Shapin and Barnes 1977; cf. Topham 1992.
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extremes, presenting “science as negotiable rather than given”."” And,
surprisingly, many of our subsequent radical activists cut their teeth
here, including Saull, Hetherington, Lovett, and Watson. Hetherington,
active in a management capacity, actually planned to publish his own
“Monthly Journal of Philosophy, Science and the Arts” in 1828, three
years before he started the Poor Man’s Guardian.'®

Many ultra-radicals recognized that geology, rightly cast in
materialist mould, could be liberating. So long as the god of the
Anglican dons could be portrayed as miraculously creating new species
through history, then a self-sufficient alternative could help kick away
the church’s Creationist crutch. Geology thus became part of the anti-
clerical chorus, now reaching its crescendo. This made the science more
than suspect for many in the pews, with its long ages and succession
of ancient worlds, supposedly tenanted by repellent crocodiles and
“disgusting” lizards,” long before the advent of man: the very idea
was “silly, disgusting, and ... injurious”.*® To suggest that grotesque
reptiles had the earth to themselves for untold aeons was daft, for they
could neither have adored nor given thanks to their creator.» Even to
moot such times without “immortal” humans was worrying, despite
the reassurance of apologists on the providence of Britain’s coal fields,
which proved that man was in God’s mind from the start? Anti-
infidel preachers warned of geology in Jacobin hands, because of the
bastardized anti-Christian deductions being drawn from it. Making it
accessible to the masses meant that “hundreds of sciolists can shoot off
some philosophical popgun against the rock of ages”.?

Saull Puts His Money Where His Mouth Is

All the while Saull had been collecting fossils. His out-of-pocket
expenses were now split between Owenite stumps and fossil auctions.
In 1839, when Abraham Booth published his literary and scientific

17  Flexner 2014, 189-90.

18 LMI management minutes, 29 Dec. 1828: Birkbeck College, London University.
19 Times, 27 June 1845, 6.

20 Christian Advocate, 29 Dec. 1834, 415; Freeman’s Journal (Dublin), 17 July 1839.
21 NMW 6 (12 Oct. 1839): 811.

22 J. H. Brooke 1979, 40.

23 British Critic 1 (Jan. 1827), 200.
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compendium, The Stranger’s Intellectual Guide to London, he said Saull had
been collecting for ten years, and the results “may vie with any private
Museum of a similar nature in the kingdom”.* That would put his start
date around 1829. We know that, by this time, Saull was visiting the
huge museum in Lewes, near Brighton, built up by the surgeon and self-
publicizing antiquarian and fossilist, Gideon Mantell. By 1830, Saull and
Mantell were sending one another parcels and swapping specimens.”
Late in life, Saull put the start date for his collection at around 1828.
But, in fact, his interest can be traced back further. In the Letter to his
vicar, explaining how the changing obliquity of the ecliptic could
explain Britain’s previous torrid climes, Saull mentions as proof “the
innumerable fossil remains of plants and animals found in the higher
Northern latitudes, which could exist only in tropical climates, many
specimens of which, I am possessed of.”* That printed letter was dated
Christmas Day 1827, so we know that by then his collecting had begun.

The fact that he was elected a Fellow of the Geological Society in
June 1830 is circumstantial evidence that the collection was already
sizeable. After all, it was presumably the reason he was nominated, for
there is no sign he had started his geology lectures by that point. The
Geological Society was embracing wealthy buyer-collectors as much
as rock-face hammerers and aristocrats mindful of their civic duty. But
how did an indicted deist, Carlile supporter, “Devil’s Chaplain” backer,
and Owen acolyte become a Fellow? Being warm-hearted, wealthy, and
easy among old money helped, and having huge fossil assets helped
more. But it was notably the reform lobby that got him in.*” The body

24 A.Booth 1839, 121.

25 J. A. Cooper 2010, 38, 43, 47. Mantell’s museum concentrated on fossils from
the South-East of England. For descriptions of it at this time: Bakewell 1830;
American Journal of Science and Arts 28 (1835): 194-97; Mantell 1836; and radical
Thomas Wakley’s appraisal in the Lancet—keen to play up the “philosophical”
accomplishments of GPs in his campaign against the medical baronets: Lancet 2
(29 June 1839): 506-07; Cleevely and Chapman 1992; A. Brook 2002.

26 Saull 1828a; 1853, viii.

27  Saull was elected on 4 June 1830. I should like to thank Wendy Cawthorne,
Geological Society Library, for the information on Saull’s backers, who included
George Birkbeck, more radical than is generally supposed at the LMI (Flexner
2014). Saull had been an LMI member from 1824, had stood (unsuccessfully)
as a committee member in 1825 and had donated numerous books to its library,
including Jean Louis de Lolme’s Constitution of England, which advocated
an extension of the franchise. Birkbeck was also a physician in the General
Dispensary in Aldersgate Street, a charity supported by Saull. Another backer was
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geologic, like the body politic, had its bourgeois radical contingent, but
they were a small minority; and, even then, an out-and-outer like Saull
sat on the fringe. Those who were initiated with him that June prove
the point. Of the five inducted into the society, three were Cambridge
divines, including a future Dean of Hereford and Archbishop of York.*
Anglican priests were more a force in the gentlemanly body, on both
the front and back benches, than co-operative collectors. The fiercely
anti-clerical Saull, who would shortly chair meetings of the “Society for
the Extinction of Ecclesiastical Abuses” (that is, the radical reform and
disestablishment of the Church), was far from a typical candidate.?” It
shows how much a museum counted. While the divines were keeping up
with the challenging science as part of their calling, Saull was admitted
because of his enthusiastic collecting.

In 1831, he moved his business a few doors up the road, from 19 to
No. 15 Aldersgate Street. This was a more substantial corner site, with
entrances on both Aldersgate Street and Falcon Square, allowing for
warehousing, stables, and the new museum. When a bankrupt hatter
sold the lot a decade earlier it was advertised as a

capital and very extensive PREMisEs, most eligibly situated ... comprising
a spacious and very attractive shop, of considerable depth, and with
double bowed front, light counting-houses, extensive manufactory,
including bowing-rooms, making-shops, dye-house, stiffening-shop,
finishing-rooms, warehouses, large reservoir, &c. &c, a coach-house,
two-stall stable, &c.; the domestic apartments are very capacious and
numerous ...%

In 1831, Saull bought the property from a leather cutter and adapted
it for his wine-importation business and fossil emporium.* It was only
fifteen doors from the latest London landmark, the newly-completed
General Post Office. This huge classical building was viewed by locals

the geologist Henry de la Beche. He had been first to describe the Plesiosaurus,
and Saull shared his fascination with the new giant fossil reptiles. De la Beche
was enamoured of all things French and was himself anti-clerical. He dismissed
religious enthusiasm as “humbug” and, like Saull, saw salvation in science
(McCartney 1977; J. A. Secord 1986b).

28  Philosophical Magazine 8 (Aug. 1830): 147.

29 TS, 12 Oct. 1832, 1; on the Geological Society Anglican consensus, Rudwick 1985,
31-32.

30 MC, 8 Feb. 1821, 4.

31  Perry’s Bankrupt and Insolvent Gazette 6 (1 Jan. 1831).
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and strangers alike with awe as befitted “the brain of the whole earth”,
channelling the empire’s torrential volume of letters.”> And that was
the prestigious direction for museum visitors: ‘close to the General Post
Office’. It was this prominent position that made the venue so valuable.
As the Mining Journal said, “So fine a collection as the present being
thus rendered accessible, in the very centre of London”, with its huge
catchment, is what made it a must-visit site.*® Here, Saull converted the
lofts over the stables to house the collection.*

Relocating the whole business, presumably to house the new
fossils, showed a huge commitment. The timing suggests that Saull
moved to these larger premises precisely because he needed the space
to accommodate his newest acquisition. He now bought one of the
premier fossil collections in the country. It had belonged to the late
James Sowerby, a talented engraver and collector, well known because
he illustrated the publications of his rich patrons.®

Sowerby’s museum, forty years in the making, included many unique
‘type’ specimens. The collection was an old-style cabinet with

some thousands of minerals, many not known elsewhere, a great variety
of fossils, most of the plants of English Botany about 500 preserved
specimens or models of fungi, quadrupeds, birds, insects, &c. all the
natural production of Great Britain.*

This was far more than Saull wanted. He was primarily after the fossils.

Sowerby had intended that his collection should illustrate the entire
fossil life of England. Sowerby’s sons had taken over after their father’s
death in 1822 and turned it into a paying museum in Mead Place,
Lambeth. They had planned to re-locate the museum more centrally,
making it a proper London money-making attraction,” but George
Brettingham Sowerby I (his son) was in financial straits by March 1831:

32 Brady 1838, 37; Cruchley [1831], 43.

33 Mining Journal and Commercial Gazette 1 (7 Nov. 1835): 83.

34  Notes and Queries, 7th ser., 10 (6 Sept. 1890), 184.

35 On the Sowerbys mineral conchology and the larger questions their work raised
about stratigraphic zoning, ancient environments, and the implications of
comparisons of living and extinct forms for placing the poles in ancient times, see
Elliott 1975.

36 Conklin, 1995; St. James’s Chronicle and General Evening Post, 9 Apr. 1831, 1.

37 Cleevely 1974, 426-28.
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hence the sale of his own as well as his late father’s collection.®® The
private sales of James Sowerby’s cabinet ran from 18 April into the first
week in May 1831.* Saull snapped up most of the fossil and mineral
portion.* He got the majority of fossils, including the good ones, the
‘type’ specimens of fossil invertebrates figured in Sowerby’s Mineral
Conchology, and he kept Sowerby’s own identification labels on them.*
What he paid is unknown, but, considering that Stevens’s auction room
in Covent Garden (a favourite for natural-history objects) shifted some
of the leftovers for exorbitant sums,* it must have been substantial. With
the liquor trade obviously flourishing, Saull was on a buying spree. His
long pocket showed as he prepared to bid £40 (a labourer’s yearly wage)
for the fossil-seller Mary Anning’s ichthyosaur from the Lyme Regis
cliffs in May 1831—and even then he did not get it.**

In June 1831, Saull pooled Sowerby’s “extensive” collection with
his own and announced the new museum open. Founding such an
institution did Saull’s reputation no harm during the Whig ascendancy,
with its ‘steam-intellect’ desire to promote ‘useful’ knowledge. The
Whig evening paper, the Star, lauded him:

Mr. W. D. Sautt, F.G.S. and FR.AS. of Aldersgate-street, the most liberal
and public spirited friend of science in the City of London, having
recently become the possessor of the extensive Geological Museum of
the late Mr. Sowerby, Mead-Place, Lambeth, the whole of which has been
stratigraphically arranged, with the addition of Mr. Saull’s previous
collection of fossils, and will be open for the free inspection of scientific
gentlemen and friends, every Thursday morning, at his residence, as

38 Matheson 1964, 219. The auctioning of James Sowerby’s specimens is not to be
confused with his son George Brettingham Sowerby’s own sales in 1828-33,
advertised in MNH 1 (May 1828), 96. More of GBS’s own collection was sold in
1831-33 by Thomas and Stevens’s auction room on 22-26 Feb., and 14-16 Mar.
1831: MC, 12 Feb. 1831, 15 Mar. 1831; Times, 23 Feb. 1831, 8.

39  St. James’s Chronicle and General Evening Post, 9 Apr. 1831, 1; 12 Apr. 1831, 1; 28 Apr.
1831, 1.

40 He evidently did not take the preserved birds, insects, fish, shells and left-over
minerals because this “remaining portion” went under the hammer separately in
June: Times, 9 June 1831, 8; Conklin, 1995.

41 They were still on when the British Museum acquired them: Anon. 1904, 322.

42 For instance, “among Mr. Sowerby’s shells, Mulleria, £20, and Voluta junonia, £15”
(Allingham 1924, 30, 84-85).

43 Knell 2000, 206. The surgeon Sir Astley Cooper bought an ichthyosaur from
Anning late in 1831 (B. B. Cooper 1843, 2: 140), so Saull may have been pipped.
On Anning’s prices, Taylor and Torrens 1986, 143—46.
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above. Geology, or Nature’s own history of her own transitions and
improvements, is now become one of the most popular, as well as most
interesting, objects of general pursuit, and we consider public thanks to
be due to Mr. Saull, for his liberality in thus promoting its study.*

Since Sowerby had been the de facto taxonomic expert on conchology
and a describer and figurer for the works of many elite geologists,
his collection would have been a draw for the “gentlemen”. Hence
“scientific gentlemen and friends” were Saull’s invitees for the Star,
which appealed to the liberal bourgeoisie in science and politics.

However, listen to Citizen Saull, liberty cap on, as a habitué of
radical/blasphemy dens, summon a very different audience, the sans
culottes. In Carlile’s absence, the Rotunda, in a rotten state of repair, was
run by his lover Eliza Sharples, assisted by Gale Jones, from February
1832. It was aflame with seditious and blasphemous harangues in these
months. Here Saull, Hibbert, and Gale Jones would add inflammatory
asides after Sharples’s own lectures, “each in their usual strain of abuse
of both Church and State”, the spy added typically.*® Here, too, the
NUWLC continued to demand universal suffrage and a free press; not,
said Hetherington, that the powers would tolerate “such a proposition
coming from ‘the scum’ (as they are called)”.* The “scum” was Saull’s
target audience. Were working people to get the vote and take power,
educational ventures would be needed to bring their schooling up
to snuff. Indeed their “want of knowledge” made a proper rational
scientific and economic education essential. Saull expanded on
this after one Sharples lecture. Materialist reasoning was needed to
counteract religious obscurantism, and science as a “force [was] fatal
to that of tyranny and priestcraft. (Cheers.)”. With the poor deprived
of schooling, except by the local dame or Sabbath lessons, the people
would find that it would add “more to their comfort and happiness to
cultivate the sciences ... than to intrust [sic] themselves to the guidance
of the priest, who deals only in mysteries”. He

concluded by volunteering his services to aid the cause of science and
liberty, by public lectures, at any time or any where, and invited the
audience to inspect his museum, which he very courteously and kindly

44 Star, 22 June 1831, 4.
45 HO 64/12, ff. 36-38, 47; Isis 1 (3 Mar. 1832): 59—60. Parolin 2010, ch. 8.
46 PMG, 5 Nov. 1831.
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said should be open to them every Thursday, when he should be ready
and willing to give them every information in his power.*”

A familiar figure at the Rotunda, Saull had probably been offering to
throw open his museum to working men from the start, but this report in
February 1832 was the first evidence in print. Women, too, had probably
been invited early on, but the first confirmation in print we get comes
from 1833.%® Nor is this surprising. The new historiography shows how
active the women were in radical, blasphemy, and co-operative circles.
They can no longer be written out as liberty-cap makers supporting
their husbands but must be seen as more politically active shopkeepers,
pamphlet sellers, theatrical demagogues, and jailed seditionists.* Saull
was using the Rotunda and undoubtedly his other platforms to promote
the new exhibition among the increasingly status-conscious working
men and women.

Compared to Sowerby’s original, the museum saw marked changes.
Firstly, it was structured differently, for a different purpose. The whole
lot, Saull confirmed, “is now stratigraphically arranged”.* It implied
that Sowerby’s fossil animals and plants had been ordered another way,
perhaps according to their relationships or some other criterion. So many
collections, as Simon Knell says, were viewed simply as “an assemblage
of unrelated objects, collected without direction and displayed without
order or reason. Considerable curatorial input was required to turn
collections into a resource for self-improvement”.> The new stratigraphy
was one such ordering principle, with its origin and direction indicators—
to illustrate the “transitions” and “improvements” of life through time,
while emphasizing (in radical hands) its perfectibility and material
causation. The fossils were lined up in sequence, according to the strata
they came from. Radicals elsewhere were equally emphatic that this was
the correct approach. The British Museum would actually be censured by
hostile radical witnesses during the Select Committee hearings in 1836

47 Isis 1 (3 Mar. 1832): 59-60.

48 MM 19 (25 May 1833): 117-18; Lady’s Magazine and Museum 3 (Nov. 1833): 297.

49 Keane 2006; Frow and Frow 1989; Parolin 2010; B. Taylor 1983.

50  Star, 22 June 1831, 4; Philosophical Magazine n.s. 10 (Sept. 1831): 237; Arcana of
Science and Art 5 (1832): 251.

51 Knell 2000, 92; M. Freeman 2004, 252. William Bean'’s fossils in Scarborough were
displayed to show “taste”, that is, for aesthetic effect: McMillan and Greenwood
1972, 152-53.
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for not adopting this kind of chronological organization.” Of course, it
was not only the radicals who adopted it: Gideon Mantell’s museum,
rivalling Saull’s in size, had also been arranged in a temporal order, as
Saull knew from his visits.”® Mantell was now the “eloquent friend”
whom Saull would quote in the Mechanics” Magazine about ridding the
mind of prejudices as a prerequisite to studying geology. Although
Saull was hinting with a Carlilean glint at more than his eloquent friend
might have liked.>

More noticeable for working men was the entry price to Saull’s
museum. There was none—they could actually get in free, and without
any formality. This was the second major difference from Sowerby’s
exhibition. Ticketed entry to the Sowerby museum was prohibitively
expensive, at ten shillings for three months, or £2 yearly. This barred
all but the wealthy elite.”® Even Mantell’s museum charged a shilling
for admittance, and then only to entrants signed-in by a member of the
Sussex Literary and Scientific Institution (of which it was part).> Saull’s
was a markedly different proprietorial attitude. His was not a money-
spinning exercise but a democratization of transformative knowledge.
Free entry was indicative of his socialist philanthropy and something all
the newspapers would comment on. Accessibility was the watchword:
no gentlemanly propriety was followed, no “introduction” required,
which made entry so difficult in the Geological and Zoological Society
museums. The “poor as well as rich” could turn up, “without any
previous application”, and all would be accompanied around.” But
it was specifically working men whom Saull encouraged to visit—the
power brokers of the expected socialist millennium, who needed to be
educated for their new role. Or, as he put it on chairing a meeting of
the Kingsland and Newington Co-operative Society to set up a Labour

52 Report from the Select Committee on British Museum, 1836, Parliamentary Papers, 14
July 1836: 21, 74, 78-79, 130-33; Desmond 1989, 148—49; McOuat 2001, 12ff.

53 American Journal of Science and Arts 28 (1835): 194-97.

54 MM 19 (25 May 1833): 117-18.

55 Conklin 1995; Cleevely 1974, 426-28.

56 Mantell 1836, 44. William Bean'’s private museum, in his Scarborough house, was
only open six days in the season to the public, on “being properly introduced”:
McMillan and Wood 1972, 152-53.

57  Preston Guardian, 14 July 1855; Karkeek 1841a.
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Exchange Bazaar in 1832, “in order to fit them for the great changes
which are evidently coming upon the world”.>®

As a proselytizing socialist, Saull was in the vanguard of that wider
movement in the 1830s to get free admission to “public’ buildings, not
only museums, but also Westminster Abbey, St Paul’s Cathedral, art
galleries, natural history collections, and so on. Their exclusivity was
becoming a national disgrace (in radical eyes), and he was shortly to
start committee work under the radical MP Joseph Hume to petition
Parliament to this effect.”® Artisans found it inordinately difficult to gain
access to institutions. Even visitors to the British Museum, which had
long abolished the ticket system, had to be of “decent appearance”,
meaning a porter could have the final say.®® Attire and demeanour were
everything. One guide to museum planning twenty years later was still
belabouring the point: “forbid the entrance of obnoxious and certain
other persons; the rest of the public, if decently attired (hats, not caps,
are generally required in France, except for soldiers and sailors), to be
admitted either upon signature of name, address, and occupation, or in
some cases without such formality”.*' But even a signature requirement
was an impediment to the poorly educated and was known to be keeping
them out.®? The class restriction was often obvious, with the genteel
preferred to the vulgar; and if the latter had any finer feelings (which
the toffs doubted), they were certainly offended by the constant barriers,
the need for countersigned letters, the payment, and the scrutiny.®®

Then there was the price. Sixpence admission was enough to stop
the ‘lower orders’ from coming to the Manchester Natural History
Society museum.* The same was probably true of the tanner (6d)
required at Norwich Museum and Liverpool Royal Institution Museum,
and then they were only open one day a month. (This was revealed in
the naming-and-shaming policy of Hume’s Society for Obtaining Free
Admission to Public Monuments and Works of Art—which, in 1843,

58 TS, 26 Sept. 1832, 2; Atlas, 30 Sept. 1832. 660.
59 Anon. 1837.

60 Hoock 2003, 259-60.

61 Quoted by Forgan 1994, 144-5.

62 MM 24 (5 Dec. 1835): 203.

63 Cash 2002.

64 Alberti 2009, 17-18; A. Secord 1994, 399.
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still listed Saull’s as the only truly free geology museum.®®) Needless
to say, children were barred,® and if the working classes could get in
they were kept an eye on. That vandalism and theft were expected after
their admission was suggested by the surprise that these things had
not happened at the British Museum after working people were finally
allowed in. This was to the dismay of some guards: “I am really sorry
to say that not the slightest damage has been done to any one object
in the whole Museum”, reported one, “not a wing of a butterfly has
been touched, not a leg of a spider has been broken, and there[fore] we
have no plea to come forward with a recommendation to Parliament to
abolish the new regulations.”®” Even the Principal Librarian was aghast
at the “vulgar class” being let in and reasoned before a Parliamentary
Select Committee that “people of a higher grade would not like to come
to the Museum witH sailors from the dock-yards, who might bring their girls
with them” %

To the next generation such reactionary attitudes seemed positively
archaic:

It was formerly said that educating the multitude would make every
man a knave or a rebel; that introducing recreations among the populace
would end in the tailors” and shoemakers’ Saint Monday being extended
to all classes of workmen and lasting till Saturday night. It was said that
if Parks and Gardens were opened to the people, every tree would be
cut up into walking-sticks, every flower-bed be trampled upon; that,
if Museums were opened, the wings of every stuffed bird would be
plucked, every glass-case broken, the geological specimens picked, and
every curious picture in the books of the reading-room torn out.”

65 CPG, 15 Apr. 1843; Anon 1837. Saull was on the Committee of the Society. The
Museum of Economic Geology in Charing Cross was, however, shortly to join it
as freely accessible, when the newly-knighted Sir Henry de la Beche became its
director. This museum was a government initiative to display the industrializing
country’s mineral resources, but it was targeted more at students, surveyors, and
engineers than recreational visitors (Sopwith 1843, 8-9;J. A. Secord 1986b).

66 Bonney 1921, 2.

67 Anon. 1837, 6.

68 MM 24 (27 Feb. 1836): 430. J. A. Roebuck’s petition from working men to
Parliament in 1833 to have the British Museum and “all other exhibitions of
science and art” open on the Sabbath was rejected (Gauntlet 1 [28 Apr. 1833]:
182-83).

69 Reasoner 26 (6 Jan. 1861): 1.
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Nevertheless, at the time, prying open the museum doors required
an almighty push. The overt class discrimination explains why Saull’s
precedent was applauded. Unimpeded access was rare, yet here was a
warehouse museum free to absolutely everybody, and, astonishingly,
“no personal introduction was required”, which explains Thackeray’s
National Standard, in 1834, paying the ultimate compliment to Saull:

All those, therefore, who contribute to elevate the moral character by
the gratuitous diffusion of scientific knowledge are the benefactors of
humanity, and as such, we hold that Mr. Saull deserves well of society,
in doing as an individual what the French alone do as a nation—throw
their museums and their lecture-rooms open to all the lovers of science,
without distinction of either nation or rank in society; and it is hoped that
such an example will soon be followed by other generous Englishmen,
who love science for its own sake, and delight in smoothing its rugged
approaches, and opening its temple to all.”

Two decades later, the Civil Engineer would still be holding France
up as an exemplar and demanding wider access to English scientific
institutions, citing Saull’s “public spirit” for opening his museum.” But
the “public” aspect of Saull’s spirit was part of his socialist calling, and
Thackeray’s elevation of “moral character” part of his perfectibilist goal.
The real target was artisan education for political ends. Still, the press
now rated Saull’s private facility as “essentially a public exhibition”.”
Essentially public, but it was still private. Unlike state or civic
museums, it was in private hands, and it was singled out for praise
because many such museums were never opened at all to the public.”
It contrasted, too, with the exclusivity of the professional bodies at the
other end of the social spectrum. Access was coming to be seen as a right
rather than a privilege by activists, so even the Geological Society came
under pressure. Its museum was open to members (3 guineas dues, 6
guineas admission fees), who could escort guests, but, the liberal Era

70 National Standard 3 (18 Jan. 1834): 44-45.

71  Civil Engineer 17 (Feb. 1854): 41-43.

72 Observer, 27 Mar. 1842, 3. Fossil collectors are prone to being secretive, which
also explains the praise for Saull. Even though his museum was only open one
day a week, this was better than, say, William Bean’s 15,000-specimen museum,
which was open to the public for six days, at indefinite times, during the season
(Theakston’s Guide to Scarborough 1854, 131; McMillan and Greenwood 1972).

73  Such was the case of Hugh Miller’s museum: Taylor and Anderson 2017.
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newspaper carped, “As this society enjoys public apartments at the
public expense, it should ... be thrown more freely open”.” It was not to
be. Such gentlemen’s clubs for science specialists resisted the democratic
trend, and the rising professionals later in the century only reinforced
their exclusivity and left their museums ring-fenced and secure.

Saull would remain a geological outsider. The Geological Society’s
Star Chamber was a self-electing alliance of Anglican dons and London
careerists. They came together as a professional unity government with
its own agenda and social etiquette. We get some perspective on this
by looking from the outside, from Saull’s standpoint. Marginals came
no more disparate than the three faces Mantell (himself a side-lined
provincial) saw when he popped round to Saull’s one day early in 1832.
There he found alittle group having tea. A more extraordinary sight could
not be imagined: he was greeted by an eclectic mix of the millenarian
and materialist. Saull was there: the Devil’s Pulpit proselytizer, ecliptical
swivveller and Owenite anti-capitalist. So too was the dirty little Jacobin
himself, Sir Richard Phillips: the anti-gravitation demystifier whose
astronomical algorithms could explain the seasons, shifting heat zones,
and hemispheric quantities of water. Then came the strangest of them
all: the tyro Thomas Hawkins, a twenty-one-year-old Somerset fossil
collector extraordinaire (a youngster who had navvies shift a cliff to
mine out an Ichthyosaurus), a wild, possessed millenarian, whose fossil
“sea dragons” were interwoven into a visionary Mosaic past.” It is
hard to imagine what the arch-materialists thought of Hawkins, whose
tendencies towards hyper-Miltonic poetry made him semi-intelligible,
and whose flailings about Pre-Adamites, the AntiChrist, and Voltairian
infidels must have made them bite their tongues. All this was eclipsed
by his revelatory visions of the ichthyosaur’s world:

Theirs was the pre-Adamite—the just emerged from chaos—planet,
through periods known only to God-Almighty: theirs an eltrich-world
uninhabitate, sunless and moonless, and seared in the angry light of
supernal fire;—theirs a fierce anark thing scorched to a horrible shadow:
and they were the horrible chimeras.”

74  The Era, 16 Apr. 1843.
75 J. A. Cooper 2010, 50.
76 T. Hawkins 1834, 51; Carroll 2007, 2008 for a study of Hawkins as an “eccentric”.
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This apocalyptic hammerer denounced all who swore by “insensate
Matter”, those lost souls like Saull and Phillips in their “Paradise of
Fools.” If God was not speaking through Hawkins, He was speaking
through the ichthyosaurs. The millenarian, awaiting the imminent
Second Coming, was meanwhile damning “grotesque” notions of self-
development. Although Hawkins accepted the obliquity explanation
for formerly frozen ages, mankind had a more important “Orbit, the
perihelion being with Adam, the aphelion with the Flood.””” God knows
what Saull and Phillips made of this. Being a fly on the wall at this
meeting of millenarian and materialist minds would have given us an
unprecedented insight into the fossil mediations and unruly exuberance
of pre-Victorian palaeontological culture.

It shows why the professional gentlemen were trying to rein in
geology. The urban gentry of the Geological Society effectively barred
divisive talk of astronomy, mythology, Milton, Moses, and evolution.
Their carefully policed science was uncontroversial and respectful. They
described their work as a dutiful delineation of the strata. And by not
ruffling social feathers they hoped to elevate and ordain their dubious
new profession. The trio in front of Mantell stood for everything that
was troubling. These embrouilles back-benchers, like Hetherington's
‘scum’, were never to be allowed near the star chamber, however much
they envied the ruling coterie.

One thing materialist and visionary shared was the need for fossil
museums, although not for the same reasons. This, too, had Hawkins
practically babbling in tongues:

Let us haste then to found sumptuous museums, which shall be as
sanctuaries for the arts—the divine arts—until ignorance, driven to herd
with bats and owls and every unclean thing, ceases to persecute them:—
and let us raise noble galleries to receive the spoils of invincible science.
Be temple and lower too devoted to their legitimate use, the Majesty on
High should be worshipped of his creatures in the face of that spotless
heaven which he made to be a figure of his incomprehensible glory and
endless perfection.”

77 T. Hawkins 1834, 1-2; 1840, 1-4. The latter, so perplexing to commentators, could
easily have been aimed at infidels, his freethinking tea companions, Saull and
Sir Richard Phillips, while Hawkins’s mention of a Golden Age—of permanent
equatorial sun—hints at familiarity with Mackey’s Mythological Astronomy.

78 T. Hawkins 1834, 30.
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Rather than a hymn to His Majesty on High, Saull, with his Owenite
faith in rational schooling, saw museums shape impressionable minds
and ready them for a very different socialist millennium. Or, as “Brother
Saull” told a trades” union meeting, training in his ideological facility
would render a boy valuable “as a man”.”

Saull had other forums for museum propaganda, most notably the
moderate National Political Union (founded four months after the
museum, in October 1831). This was an attempt to weld middle and
working-class interest (to the benefit of the former), largely inspired
by the Charing Cross tailor and radical co-ordinator Francis Place. He
feared that NUWC extremism would derail the reform process. Even
Hetherington, in November 1831, before the Reform Bill had passed,
admitted that both unions were valuable and that the middle and
working classes should co-operate to gain meaningful change.* Saull
agreed, but many ultras were still trying to push the NPU to wider
democratic ends. However, Place and the Whig moderates managed to
keep universal suffrage and annual parliaments off the table and most
working-class “Rotundanists” off the Council.®! But the merchant Saull
did make it on, and his house became a local enrolment centre for the
NPU.# From the first the NPU pursued strategies close to his heart: by
February 1832 the Council had opened a Reading Room, with Saull
contributing to the costs.®® And a weekly series of twopenny lectures
on “Politics, Morality, and Physical Science” were projected—showing
how necessary these were considered to be for an expanding electorate.
Nothing can be “of more importance to the well-being of the community
at large.” Science was rigorous in its use of evidence, and “no subject
shall be introduced unsupported by evidence, nor ungrounded on
truth”, and with listeners free to question and reason “the objects of
the Union would thus be more materially promoted”. Owen thought

79 TS,22 Apr. 1835, 2.

80 Radical Reformer, 4 Nov. 1831.

81 Miles 1988, 186-90; Rowe 1970a, 39-40; Belcham 1985, 245-50.

82  Saull was elected on the NPU'’s foundation in Oct. 1831, and re-elected yearly;
Rowe 1970b, document nos. 33, 34, 63, 66 (showing that Saull was proposed by
Henry Revell, who was with him in the Southern Metropolitan Political Union);
MC, 9 Feb. 1832, 3; Carpenter’s Monthly Political Magazine, Mar. 1832, 299.

83 Examiner, 5 Feb. 1832.
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twopence for the lectures too much. Saull went further and waived all
admission charges for his science talks at the Union.**

More irons went into the fire in these frenetic months. Saull also
agitated in the City for the Reform Bill. In September 1831, he was on the
Guildhall Committee set up by the aldermen and liverymen to petition
the Lords not to block reform.* With tensions rising and the third
Reform Bill held up in April 1832, Lovett, Watson, and the ultras warned
that arming was inevitable in the face of a feared military takeover.
Enormous NPU meetings heard Saull call for passive resistance in the
form of non-payment of taxes. Withholding tax to prevent “mutilation of
the bill” (in Saull’s words) became one of the NPU’s policies of massive
disobedience,® and, in this, they were backed by the NUWC.

Although a union designed to keep Earl Grey’s eye fixed on reform,
the NPU covered much more. Saull spoke frequently, and chaired
meetings as often—on the Anatomy Bill (to enable medical schools to
obtain legal cadavers and thwart the resurrectionists),” on removing
the Irish tithes, on returning radical MP Joseph Hume to his Middlesex
seat, and so on. Nor was sight lost of spies and the entrapment used
by the Commissioners of Stamps’ agents to catch news vendors.® Saull
introduced Polish refugees fleeing after the failed rebellion against Tsarist
rule and led three cheers for the eventual “restoration of Polish liberty”.
But always he would report back his NPU activities to colleagues in
more radical venues, at the Optimist Chapel, acting as a sort of mole
inside the moderate NPU.¥

84 MC, 16 Feb. 1832, 3.

85 Times, 30 Sept. 1831, 3.

86  Cobbett’s Weekly Political Register 76 (28 Apr. 1832): 247-52; MC, 26 Apr. 1832;
Examiner, 29 Apr. 1832; Prothero 1979, 291-92.

87  Bell’s Life in London and Sporting Chronicle, 29 Jan. 1832; MC, 26 Jan. 1832; Examiner,
29 Jan. 1832.

88  For his chairing of meetings to discuss these points, see TS, 17 May 1832, 1; 22 May
1832, 4; 26 July 1832, 2; 16 Aug. 1832, 2; 13 Sept. 1832, 1; 27 Sept. 1832, 1; MC, 23
Feb. 1832, 4; 17 May 1832; 16 Aug. 1832; 27 Sept. 1832; Albion and The Star, 18 Apr.
1833, 377, 403; Examiner, May 1832, 345.

89 HO64/12,f.96. MC, 22 May 1832; TS, 22 May 1832, 4. In 1836 he made a “manly
and energetic speech” in celebrating the sixth anniversary of the Polish revolution
(TS, 30 Nov. 30 1836, 2), and he was still contributing financially to the refugees in
1850 (Reynolds’s Weekly News, 6 Oct. 1850).
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Even after the Reform Bill passed, he remained on the NPU council,
sitting with Owen’s sons, Robert and David Dale Owen.” The venue
provides evidence of Saull’s familiarity with the Irish nationalist, the
“Liberator” Daniel O’Connell, a Kerry-born brilliant barrister and MP,
democrat and former deist, now fighting for a repeal of the Union.
Saull chaired O’Connell’s NPU meetings on the government’s Irish
Disturbances Suppression Bill—a “Bill [that] resembled that monster
at hell gates described by Milton”—which put the “poor famished
peasantry”, in Saull’s words, effectively under martial law. While the
Malthusian Whigs called for the Poor Law to be extended to Ireland
(ministers were already contemplating stripping the indigent poor of
outdoor relief—that is, welfare payouts—so forcing them to work for
cheap rates or face the deliberately abominable new workhouses), Saull
called for “justice, and not the cold hand of charity”.! Saull, the anti-
Malthusian, anti-Poor Law activist, condemned the suppression bill “in
a wholesale way”. Had the Secretary for Ireland been there, grumbled
the Tory Standard, “he might well have exclaimed: ‘Saul, Saul [sic] why
persecutest thou the bill?"”*?

Saull stayed at the NPU till the bitter end. The NPU’s dissolution was
already on the cards in 1833 (such unions had short life spans), with
Saull chairing meetings to discuss its fate.” It limped on until 1834, long
enough to see the Whig ministry itself dissolving, and the threat of the
hated Wellington returning. Saull’s last act here was to plead “for the
people to convince the insane men” who supported the Tories “that they
would ... not permit reform to be delayed”.**

Not only was Saull’'s museum framed against this backdrop of
heightened tensions and political lobbying, but his geology talks
meshed with the reform hysteria at the radical chapels, the NPU, and

90 Destructive 1 (16 Feb. 1833): 23.

91 Albion and The Star, 18 Apr. 1833, 1; “Milton”: Morning Post, 4 Mar. 1833. For Saull’s
chairing of O’Connell’s meetings and speaking on the Irish situation, often at the
Crown and Anchor, see TS, 4 Mar. 1833, 1; MC, 4 Mar. 1833; 25 Mar. 1833; Standard,
4 Mar. 1833; PMG, 9 Mar. 1833. He also condemned the Irish Poor Laws at the
Cartwright Club and at the Guildhall (TS, 20 Mar. 1833, 3; 25 Mar. 1833, 1).

92  Gauntlet, 31 Mar. 1833, 128, quoting the Standard.

93 TS, 11 June 1833, 4; Destructive, 1 (15 June 1833): 159.

94 MC, 17 Nov. 1834; TS, 17 Nov. 1834, 2. On the protests at the thought of
Wellington’s return to power: Times, 20 Dec. 1834, 1; TS, 20 Dec. 1834, 2; MC, 20
Dec. 1834.



194 Reign of the Beast

the countrywide Co-Operative Congresses. Often his blasphemous
or co-operative harangue would devolve into a eulogy for science as
he extolled his progressive museum and whipped up enthusiasm for
listeners to visit. Having a finger in every radical and co-operative pie,
Saull made sure his message about geological time, life’s perfectibility,
and mankind’s destiny was broadcast widely through the radical world.

Geology Lecturing

Political and geological activism thus ran in tandem during these
turbulent months. Saull’s geological lecturing started shortly after the
museum opened. The enabling climate for these set-piece talks was now
complete: Phillips’s astronomical explanations of planetary movements,
Carlile’s anti-Priestcraft naturalism and Cuvier’s fossil ascendancy
mated to Owen’s perfectibilism. Saull would use the lectures to extract
a higher moral meaning from the fossils, then invite listeners to confirm
his deductions by studying the artefacts themselves. His first known
geology lecture was at the Western Co-Operative Institute in Poland
Street, and its date is significant. It was on New Year’s Day 1832, the day
his pseudonymous Letter from a Student in the Sciences was published,
openly attacking religion as a “despotism, reigning tyrannically over
the human mind”* (See Appendix 2). His last published attack on
Christianity coincided to the day with his first known insurgent
geological talk. From this point on, an ambiguously-infidel geology was
to provide the anti-Christian’s shield.

By this date, too, his shift to Owen’s camp was complete. In 1831,
Owen had taken out a lease on the grand hall in a spacious mansion
at 277 Gray’s Inn Road, near King’s Cross—a former Horse and
Carriage Repository—and made it the lecture hall of his “Institution
of the Industrious Classes”. In this “Great Room” Saull, himself on the
Council of the Institution, delivered his first weekly lecture series on
geology, with all profits going to the new “Missionary Society”, which
dispatched trained recruits to run Owenite branches in the provinces.”
The “Great Room” was to be the headquarters of the tentacled Owenite

95 PMG, 31 Dec. 1831; [Saull] 1832a, 4.
96 Crisis 1 (1 Sept. 1832): 104; (29 Sept. 1832): 119; (15 Dec. 1832): 164; (29 Dec. 1832):
172.
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empire throughout the country. Here Robert Owen himself lectured,
and the Congresses of delegates from the Co-operative Associations of
Britain and Ireland would meet. Saull was only one star in a co-operative
constellation. Owen’s son David Dale spoke on chemistry, as did their
American fellow-traveller Henry Darwin Rogers. As a New York
professor of chemistry, Rogers had just come over to England (in fact, he
was the first American Fellow of the Geological Society®), and he would
go on to pioneer surveys of Pennsylvania and Virginia. In 1832-33 he
alternated with Saull in Gray’s Inn Road talking on geology “much to
the apparent satisfaction of their audiences”, the two ploughing their
profits into the social missions.*®

The geology-fostering environment deeply affected Owen’s own
family. His boys were to take their love of emancipist science back to
America, and David Dale Owen would become famous in his own
right as the State Geologist of Indiana by 1836, and go on to direct the
geological surveys of Iowa, Wisconsin, and Illinois. Owen’s followers
who emigrated to New Harmony in Indiana in later years reported that
David Dale’s mineral museum—collected during his state surveys—was
already three times the size of Saull’s, now considered the standard.!®

Saull’s brandy depot museum had been crucial in this early Owenite
career-building. His own lectures at the “Institution of the Industrious
Classes” were “illustrated by many rare and beautiful specimens of
fossil remains; among the rest of fossil palm, which is of very seldom
occurrence,” all taken from Aldersgate Street. And Robert Dale reported
that Saull “kindly offered the use of specimens from his extensive
Geological cabinet” to the others, so they all provided hands-on,
illustrated talks in 1832-33, thanks to the museum.!™

Saull was deeply embedded in the Gray’s Inn Road institution,
bureaucratically and financially. The backers thought of buying the
leased premises to put it on a more permanent basis, but apparently

97 Henry Darwin Rogers was initially elected FGS on 1 May 1833. I thank Wendy
Cawthorne at the Geological Society Library for information on Rogers and his
backers. Gerstner 1994, 22.

98 Crisis 1 (8 Dec. 1832): 159; (15 Dec. 1832): 164; (29 Dec. 1832): 172; (5 Jan. 1833):
174; PMG, 22 Dec. 1832.
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it was too exorbitant.'” It was a large venue, which hosted the Third
Co-Operative Congress in April 1832, a week’s jamboree of the country’s
co-operative groups, with Saull chairing meetings.'”® Optimism was
running high; they started a new paper that month, the penny Crisis.
It provided a vehicle for Owen’s lectures (and soon enough, Saull’s),
as well as weekly intelligence. The illegal market place was already
crowded, and barely had it started when The Thief (itself a startup, but
run by the more “light-fingered gentry”) was hooting at it:

The Crisis-Rhymes with the Isis [another inflammatory penny print,
founded in February 1832 by Eliza Sharples], and seems of the same
kidney, edited too by Mr. Owen, (Oh! name unmusical to tradesmen’s
ears!) who talks of Co-operative Congress, explains his principles by a
ball and lecture!!! and professes to sell “Truth and Happiness” price one
penny!'®

Nonetheless the less light-fingered Crisis fared well. Early circulation
was boosted by philanthropists buying batches, a hundred copies a
time, to distribute freely. Twenty thousand copies of early issues were
said to have sold.'® Robert Owen was editor, and, from November 1832
until April 1833, his son Robert Dale joined him. But a revenue drop
caused Robert Dale to give the venture to the printer before leaving for
the American New Harmony community in Indiana that April. And,
while the new proprietor made efforts to improve the type and content,
sales began to flag.'®

Saull did more than emphasize the geological proofs of perfectibility
in print. He helped perfect the co-operative system in real time, sitting
on the Council of the new “Equitable Labour Exchange” in 1832, run
from Gray’s Inn.'”” This bartering bazaar was designed to cut out the
middle man and ease the unemployment among London’s artisans and
shopmen. Labour notes were issued for items (valued by their material
plus labour costs), and these notes could be exchanged for equivalent
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goods held at the Bazaar, thus avoiding the use of capital altogether.!%®
The notes even made their way into the old immoral world: they were so
prevalent for a while that theatres accepted them. Carlile too, though he
deplored Owenism, took them as half payment on books.'” Although
items at first flooded in (and by September 1832 Owen reported they
had “large stocks of goods already in the Bazaar”''?), it was not a
wholehearted success. Nor was the attention it attracted always positive:
a utopian absurdity, one critic thought, “which is to pave the streets with
penny loaves and roof the houses with pancakes, not to mention the
licence it affords with respect to one’s neighbour’s wife”.''' Some said it
was already in a “dying state” by New Year 1833, although in fact they
were trading articles to the value of “37,000 hours per week” at this time,
but they still decided to merge it with the Co-Operative Society.""? Saull
helped set up local Bazaars besides, for example the Kingsland and
Newington Co-op Labour Exchange,'* so he was well placed to assess
their shortcomings. Partly, it was that the labour notes were devaluing
as trade goods or the choices dwindled. Then there was a ludicrous
inequity in the swaps, as he later recalled, with “some articles of food
being wanted much more frequently than others. The baker would be
overpowered with articles which he did not want”.'**

Things were in a bad way by the end of 1832. As the spy reported,
“a Rich Organ which they had erected on the premises for Balls, Vocal
Performances &c together with Chandeliers, Ornaments &c has been
seized by the Commissioners of Pavements for the Rates.”"> The local
bazaars went the same way. Take William Benbow’s at 8 Theobald’s Road,
a huge, ramshackle place that could hold 2,000, and sometimes did.!'®
Here the co-operators—Lovett, Cleave, and Watson—half-splintering
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from their NUWC colleagues, set up, or rather climbed up, for they met
in the room above the NUWC. Not only was there physical proximity
here, but a mongrel mix of radical and Owenite objectives. The close
contacts were revealed as the NUWC gave the co-op schismatists money
to remedy their dilapidated rooms above, accessible only by ladder. Of
course, this co-operative faction remained to the left of the patrician
Owen, and, in particular, they hated his pandering to aristocrats. It did
not help to see society ladies drop in to the Labour Exchange,"” or the
King be invited as a patron of some new job scheme. But their bazaar,
too, faltered and collapsed just the same, late in 1832. And between them,
these defunct bazaars left a lot of worthless circulating labour notes.'*

On the NUWC side, Hetherington in the early thirties stood firm and
insisted that political power must precede social perfection. He argued
for the same rights as Saull did—suffrage, short Parliaments, ballot, and
no property qualification—but insisted that these political gains must
come before co-operation could be contemplated. He split opinion and
sparked public debates, and made the Poor Man’s Guardian essential for
the more pro-active political wing. For a moment (it was short-lived),
he became hyper-critical of Owen, who “exhibits a strange perversity of
mind in expecting to realize his political millenium [sic] before working
men are placed on an equal footing with the other classes”. Losing faith
in Owen’s idealism, he found Owen'’s tolerance towards the oppressors,
the aristocrats, and capitalists “preposterous”, which militated against
any immediate political rapprochement.'"’

Saull and Hetherington remained the best of friends, even as
Saull spoke up for Owen’s schemes and Hetherington demanded a
prior political emancipation. It infuriated Hetherington to see the
“the benevolent Owenites ... ‘dancing jigs at two-shilling hops’, while
thousands and tens of thousands of their poorer fellow-countrymen are
pining in want and destitution”.'”* Owenism put the cart before the horse.
The aristocratic masters and middle-men would never let co-operation
work, and only when “the working classes succeed in obtaining political
power” could Owen’s exchanges be implemented. Worse, the house
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was dividing against itself: Owenites had split the cause and sapped its
strength, which served only to “paralyze the nobler efforts of others”.
While many wanted to see radicalism and co-operation “go hand in
hand”,'”” for Hetherington, in the early thirties, perfecting man came
second. That said, Hetherington never actually let go of the Owenite
doctrines that circumstance creates character, and, therefore, that a
better society would produce better people;'? and he took from Owen
his moral-force beliefs. These guaranteed his later return to the fold.

Meanwhile Owen’s own house was in trouble. After a fracas with the
Gray’s Inn building’s owner, who used an axe-wielding mob to regain
entry, the co-operators were evicted. At the time, Saull was actually in
the process of valuing the fixtures ready to move.'” In February 1833,
they rented new premises at 14 Charlotte Street, Fitzroy Square. With its
inner court 16 by 120 feet and corridors all round, it could accommodate
the Exchange stalls and, in April, artisans started filling them up.'* At
the same time, the managers tried to cut out the banks by starting a
“United Trades” Loan Fund”, where tradesmen could obtain credit to
purchase raw material. Saull was (inevitably) its treasurer.'”

Barely had they finished setting up the new Charlotte Street
auditorium before the sparks started to fly over Saull’s deeper scientific
views. The Crisis now gave the first full-blown account of his evolutionary
Owenism, with its monkey ancestry for mankind.
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7. Monkey-Man —The Bristol
Lecture 1833

... one of the most impressive and interesting lectures that has ever been
delivered in Bristol.

Carlile on Saull’s outrageous evolutionary speculation.!

Having offered to lecture to provincial co-operative branches, Saull
found himself talking geology in Bristol in August 1833. He was either
invited—probably by the First Bristol Co-operative Society, in Old Market
Street>—or he was in Bristol on business and opportunistically speaking
at the co-op. The Atlantic port, with its shipping ties to Bordeaux, Spain,
Portugal, and Madeira, was at the centre of the wine trade. Here Saull
would have come to pick up hogsheads of claret, sherry, and port, or
rum from the West Indies. Perhaps that was what brought him here
that summer; certainly “it was his custom to take every opportunity
of delivering lectures on geology” while travelling on business.®* Now,
finally, we have a transcript of one of his lectures, reports having been
inserted into Carlile’s Gauntlet and another published in the Owenite
Crisis by its new editor.*

Most Saull lectures we know only by title. His talks in back-street
London® would be simply listed as “Geology”, or “Evidences of

Gauntlet, 29 Sept. 1833.

Crisis v1 (14 July 1832): 71-72.
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off Oxford Street, at Owen’s Institution 14 Charlotte Street, the Society for the
Acquisition of Useful Knowledge in Bedford Square, the Great Tower Street
Mutual Instruction Society, the Rational Institution in Curtain Road, the East
London Branch of the Association of Rational Socialists in the Mechanics’ Hall of
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Geology”, or, in one case, “Geology in reference to Human Nature”.
In another we have a bald strap line: his threepenny talk at Charlotte
Street on 2 December 1834: “Lecture on the FORMATION of the EarRTH, and
the Real as well as Probable Revolutions it has undergone to produce
the present state of Organic Nature”.® Only the Bristol lecture was ever
apparently reported verbatim. So the sort of geology he was promoting
in the co-operatives and in his museum has to be gleaned from this.
Standing back for the moment, we might consider how geology was
used and received at the time in order to understand Saull’s uniqueness.
The socialists” geological punch in the 1830s largely came from their
emphasis on the antiquity of the earth and the evidence of death before
Adam. Both were seen, if not to de-legitimize scriptural literalists, then
at least to make them uncomfortable. Hence the Church of England
Magazine’s innuendo about socialists outraging Revelation by starting
their Sabbath sermonizing with a geology lecture.” It was part of the
reason that geology was considered necessary for a socialist education.?
The other part was their Enlightenment faith in the redeeming value
of science: following nature’s law would lead to moral elevation. Not
merely moral, but social: materialist science was to be the immovable
bedrock underpinning the new co-operative system of harmonious,
class-less social relations. As so often, the “is” of nature was being made
a justification for the “ought” of politics.? The London Owenites would
advise branch lecturers to teach geology, chemistry, and astronomy to
demolish the props of the old immoral world, and to make geology one
of the axioms of a rational school education.!” Undermining Genesis
would undercut rival pulpit-power, which had a tenacious hold in a
city with 400 churches.! By proving a far-distant “Age of Reptiles” (as
Saull’s friend Mantell was calling it), so contested in literalist Christian
circles, and the primeval prevalence of death (so graphically displayed
in fossils), socialists could argue that death was not due to the wages

Science in City Road, Finsbury, at the Social Institution, 23 John Street, Tottenham
Court Road, as well as lecturing the Bristol and Leeds socialists.

NMW 1 (29 Nov. 1834): 40; 3 (12 Nov. 1836): 20.
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NMW 9 (13 Feb. 1841): 91.
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Cosmopolite, 29 Sept. 1832, in HO 64/18, f. 652.

= =0 0N

=]



7. Monkey-Man —The Bristol Lecture 1833 203

of sin. Animals died before Adam transgressed, the first appearance of
death had nothing to do with a mythical fall of man. Such subversive
claims made fossils particularly ticklish for many evangelicals and
biblical literalists.'?

Owenite organs featured a plethora of reports on the antiquity of
the globe to expose the “errors” of the priests, on Mosaic “Days”
twisted into thousands of years, on death entering the world with fossil
carnivores, ultimately on the “false” notion of mankind’s Fall and the
“true” geological base of socialism’s ever-perfecting world.” This was
becoming the stock stuff of socialist demagogues to counteract the
placard-carrying Christian missionaries outside their halls. Geology
was necessary for socialism to prove that perfectibility, not depravity,
maketh man.

Geology was practically placed in opposition to the pulpit. Sometimes
this was literally so, as for an Edinburgh social missionary who would
later report:

We have just established a geological class, from which we anticipate
good results, especially when we consider that we are surrounded by
one of the most favourable geological localities in the kingdom. Will it
not be delightful to march, en masse, with hammer in hand, to some
favourable spot, and there read “sermons in stones,” &c., on some fine
Sunday morning? what a difference to being pent up in one of your cold
dissenting chapels.'

Geology was pushed as a propagandist tool. Could it not convert the
faithful unaided?, it was asked, after an Irish Catholic-turned-socialist
started sending museum specimens to Owen’s Institution.” As a result
of this multivalent justification, geology was invariably lashed to atheism
in anti-blasphemy rags: here mosaical was pitted against mineralogical,
and the “low-minded” were condemned for wresting false science to

12 Biddulph 1825, 123-39; Christian Observer, Feb. 1829, 91-96; June 1839, 345; NMW 6
(27 July 1839): 646. O’Connor 2008, 210, for the Christian Observer’s editorial angle
on geology.

13 NMW 1 (12 Sept. 1835): 364; 4 (20 Jan. 1838): 101; (16 June 1838): 268; (22 Sept.
1838): 389; 6 (27 July 1839): 646; (5 Oct. 1839): 788; 7 (16 May 1840): 1205; (6 June
1840): 1280; 9 (27 Feb. 1841): 128; (17 Apr. 1841): 247; 10 (14 Aug. 1841): 55; 11 (21
Jan. 1843) 243; 11 (18 Mar. 1843): 294.

14 NMW 11 (24 June 1843): 434.

15 NMW 10 (25 Sept. 1841): 95.
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blasphemous ends.'® Infidels were known to be twisting geology to
undermine scripture’” and to weaken the moral arm of the state. In
the end, “Geology was suspect because it provided the easiest infidel
ammunition for factory activists, as the shop floor testified.”*® With the
science so much the rage, and so “perverted to infidelity”, it became
essential for ordinands to master it in order to reassure their flocks."”
With radicals and co-operators trying to demolish the tithe system and
disestablish the Church, breaking its “Adulterous Intercourse” with the
state,? socialist lectures were expected to be subversive, irreligious, and
concentrate on antiquity and death. Saull did not disappoint; he went
much further.

Even if geology was a legitimate science, the fear for the faithful
was always that some clever Voltaire would make great play of the
successively recreated worlds, as an Oxford don told the Times.?' And
focussing our microscope on Saull’s stratum of society, we find plenty of
noisy Voltaires. At one end was the extremist Julian Harney, the future
Marat of Chartism, with his red cap of liberty, waving his dagger during
public meetings to make a point, who started from first geological
principles to claim his red republic.”? At the other was the mild moral-
force Saull, for whom a self-progressing fossil life pointed to Owen’s
future perfect society. These activists mined out all the political ore they
needed.

One other premise marked many socialist lectures: that some
inherent power in nature underlay its self-propulsion. Primitive man
was himself “generated by Nature”. It was said time and again, and
it made opponents shudder. Protagonists asked what it meant. To
Benjamin Godwin, combatting Bradford’s infidels in his Lectures on the
Atheistic Controversy (1834), the assumption that “unintelligent matter”
could rearrange itself to make a human was an “absurdity”. Nor was the
metaphysics any less gobbledygook. If, talking of “the necessary laws of

16 The Age, 8 Jan. 1837, 5.

17 Atlas, 2 July 1837, 424; Albion and The Star, 16 Sept, 1834, 3.

18  Nonconformist, 22 Nov. 1848, 888.

19 Atlas, 12 Nov. 1842, 730.

20 HO64/12,f.152.

21 Times, 26 June 1845, 5.

22 Democratic Review 1 (June 1849): 9-10. On Harney: Epstein 1994, 19-20; Lovett
1920, 1: 207; Holyoake 1905, 111.
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nature”, “Necessity” is defined as the “infallible connection of causes
with their effects”, then, reasoned Godwin, the effect, intelligent man,
must require an Intelligent cause. Of course, many street atheists now
reasoned that matter was not “unintelligent”, and that thinking matter
gave rise to thinking man. But, for Godwin, an “innate original tendency
to a higher state of being” was an absurdity.?® Others repeated it in the
Literary and Scientific Institutes: there could be “no self-origination”.
“Nature herself cannot accomplish such a result” .

The trouble was, neither Carlileans nor Owenites got nearer to an
explanation of this self-development. The Crisis could only criticize
religions

where man and woman are spoken of, not as what they really are,
organized substances generated by nature, like all other substances, but
as having been created as if apart from nature for the purpose of being
condemned from birth to toil in want and misery, as responsible beings,
mystically said to be composed of a body and of a soul...

But exactly how were they “generated by nature”? It was not good
enough to moot an Owenite environmental cauldron, as in Logan
Mitchell’s Christian Mythology Unuveiled, which posited that “Nature
always produced the animals and plants that were proper for the climate
and soil”.* The demagogues invariably ended up where they started,
looking at the extinctions and productions and invoking an “energy
in nature, by which new species are brought into being”.? What on
earth was an “effort of Nature” anyway? asked the unconventional
Universalist Rev. James Elishama Smith, the wild millenarian (and
incoming Crisis editor), who now saw Christ’s coming heralded by an
earthly Owenite millennium of equality and justice. Here was a socialist
preacher who hated Carlile’s “effusions” and considered an “omni-
active” God explanation enough of nature’s geological “revolutions”.*

Even Mr. Saull [said Smith], who denies the existence of spirits, though
he acknowledges the reality of liqueurs, uses this language, and tells

23 B.Godwin 1834, 175.

24 F.]. Francis 1839, 162-63.

25 Crisis 4 (14 June 1834): 78-90.

26 Mitchell n.d. (ca. 1842), 234-35.

27 FTI1(1842):7.

28  Shepherd 1 (27 Sept. 1834): 40; 2 (15 Feb. 1837): 33-35; 4 (13 Jan. 1838): 94-95.
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you most gravely, like an old man telling about a ghost, or a piece of
witchceraft, that Nature made man by means of laws! Ask him if ever he
saw Nature or her laws, and his eyes will look as round and startling as
dozes [sic] of castor oil swimming in gin.?

The trouble was, when Saull did proffer something more of an
explanation, Smith loathed it. Saull’s solution was simply too shocking
for the more religious millenarian Owenites.

The Origins of Mankind

A major debating point for the clergy remained the origin of man.
It figured in those set-piece debates between rationalist Owenites
and Christians in public theatres, which were a feature of the 1830s.
Preachers raised human origins as a stumbling block for the “atheists”.
Protagonists goaded Owen: if humans are “a production peculiar to
our globe”, so that when the planetary orbit shifts, “the human species
will change, or will be obliged to disappear”, how to explain it? Owen
was faced with an “absurdity”, that somehow infant humans had been
thrown up by the earth without parents.®

In Saull’s circle, the idea of man generated from nature was a
given. But geology had overridden the old Enlightenment ideas of
Holbach: no longer were the motion of atoms responsible for emergent
life with its new qualities, as he had thought. Infidels now gave these
atoms themselves immanent qualities—they were self-organizing and
thinking. And Holbach’s nature as a “dynamic chaos”*'—balanced,
eternal, and possibly coeval with mankind’s origin—had become
progressive, directional, and finite: a rising series of fossil species, each
originating at a certain point in the rock strata.

Mankind’s appearance was the burning issue. Saull, in his geology
lectures, was to suggest that humans had not sprung from the ground
readymade, like Milton’s lion “pawing to get free” of its earthly cradle.
This despite Volney’s Ruins—that ubiquitous bible used as a warm-up
act before Sabbath blasphemy lectures right into 1833**—which had

29 PS,1 Oct. 1842.

30 Owen and Campbell 1839 [1829], 77-78.

31 Bowler 1974, 164.

32 HO 64/15, . 171, in this case at the Borough Chapel.
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man “formed equally naked both as to body and mind,” and thrust
“by chance upon a land confused and savage. An orphan, deserted by
the unknown power that had produced him”.* Carlile had modified
this a tad, suggesting that the first race of men must have been mute
and uneducated, and possibly their bones might still be found on the
unexplored ocean floor.** Both scenarios were lame and old-fashioned,
and neither took account of a rising fossil life, producing a gradation of
species, nor of its esoteric contemporary corollary, an ‘evolving’ lineage.®

When Saull turned up in Bristol, on either 22 or 23 August 1833,%*
he found a riot-torn city, with the incendiary aftermath of the Reform
riots visible in the burnt-out bishop’s palace. Workers and trades people
were his usual audience, and not only men. Like the Rotundanists, he
welcomed women and children. If his venue was the Bristol Co-operative
Society, this alone would have made him obnoxious to the city fathers.
The bruised Tory merchants deplored the workers’ halls springing up
where “the operative classes are encouraged to turn literati”, when it
was clear that the “covert design” of their demagogue leaders was to
stir up “political agitation”. The anti-radical Bristol Job Nott, founded to
emasculate the burgeoning pauper press, even viewed libraries with
suspicion, and advised operatives to sit at home quietly studying their
Bible.”” With street vendors surreptitiously shifting unstamped papers,
and the Bristol NUWC branch gaining traction,® the patrician press
hysterically warned that “Hetherington and Carlile in their ‘poison
shops’ offered that ‘black draught” which brought down on its victim
‘discontent, sulkiness, sabbath-breaking, scoffing, hatred of the law, of
kings, magistrates, and all superiors’.”** While the city fathers at the elite
Bristol Institution screened their mechanic audiences and fed them a safe
science based on miracles, wise design, and the creation of everything
in its proper place—presenting this knowledge in patronizing form as a

33 Volney 1819, 17.

34  Prompter 1 (1 Oct. 1831): 820-22.

35 R Phillips 1832a, 51.

36 The Gauntlet, 29 Sept. 1833, 529, placed his lecture on “Thursday, the 23d ult.”, but
Thursday was 22 August and Friday the 23rd.

37 Bristol Job Nott, 24 Jan. 1833, 233; Klancher 1987, 184 n. 25; Murphy 1994, 146.

38 Rowe 1970b, document no. 27.

39 Hollis 1970, 143.
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“boon, emanating from the superior to the inferior”*—Saull’s intentions
at the Co-operative was completely the reverse.

Addressing what Tories considered the violent underbelly, Saull
provided a mentally liberating science for the marginal men. It was
exactly as the Job Nott feared. He even kicked off his talk by assuming that
“all present are decided reformers”. They would therefore appreciate
his “enlarged views” of science, which were designed to “annihilate
from amongst men the present extreme amount of ignorance, poverty,
and consequent crime and misery”.

Saull started his two-hour lecture by attacking the religious
myths legitimating aristocratic domination—those biblical fantasies
taught (as Owen complained) from the cradle. These “blind guides”
were “trammels” and “worse than useless”: they were “absolutely
mischievous” socially-controlling devices. Not only did they not
“produce sound morality, social happiness, or political elevation”, to
the contrary, they have “invariably tended to uphold the powers of the
ruling few, at the expense of the welfare and happiness of the oppressed
and deeply-injured many”.*' In a year which saw radical clamouring for
the removal of tithes, the de-funding of the “Government Clergy”,* the
disestablishment of the Church (which Saull would campaign for**), and
the removal of Anglican monopolies on the services surrounding births,
marriages, and death, this would have chimed. But go further, Saull
said: cast off all “systems of religion, which are nothing but phantasies
of the fever-excited brains of the various religious enthusiasts” designed
to intimidate the poor, dispossessed, and disenfranchised.

Having established his credentials, Saull now proffered a solution.
“What, then, is the course we should pursue, to counteract these direful
effects?” The structures he put in their place were the “immutable truths”
of nature, now seen as the progressing and perfecting march of life and
mind. Here, Saull’s geological infidelity manifested on multiple counts.
Not only in his belief in the “immense distances of time”, the aeons to
lay down the thousands of feet of strata from ancient sediments—all
gentlemen geologists now accepted such a ‘deep’ time. Nor only the idea

40 Neve 1983, 188.

41 Saull 1833a, b.

42 HO 64/19, f. 158; The “Destructive,” and Poor Man’s Conservative, 2 Feb. 1833, 2.
43 TS, 28 Apr. 1835, 2.
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of a “regular advancement in the production of animal and vegetable
life” shown in the rocks—and he illustrated it by pointing to the ancient
ferns comprising Britain’s “great coal-fields”, and the rise of huge
saurians, some reaching “the enormous length of eighty feet”. Rather,
the “enlarged” views from which to draw new social conclusions, and
the real ‘infidelity” to make even gentlemen geologists blanch, came
next.

The fossil ferns from the coal districts were the prize exhibits in
Saull’s cabinet, so he might have brought some with him to Bristol.
Since these ferns only flourished “in the very hottest climates”, Britain
must then have been a tropical country. The same was true of the corals
in Jurassic rocks; because corals now only grow in warm atolls, these
conditions must have prevailed in Jurassic times in Britain, “namely,
shallow salt water and a very hot climate”.* He was suggesting that
changing local conditions had “produced” these creatures as needed—
in line with Owenite environmental thinking. And what caused these
changing conditions? Given that Saull had just (June 1832) republished
his mentor Sir Richard Phillips’s Essay on the Physico-Astronomical Causes
of the Geological Changes on the Earth’s Surface, we know that he had in
mind a shift in planetary axes.

When, in this Saull-edited work, Phillips said “the strata prove
the gradual evolution of all things”, we must beware of treating him
as a modern. His mooting of the “origin of Species” and “progressive
evolutions” of life reflected an older Enlightenment mindset. And he
had a distinct mechanism to explain them. Phillips’s theory predicted
that, with the long-term swinging of the earth’s axis, the sea would
rush in to submerge the northern lands as it drained from the south,
or vice versa—hence the strata alternated every 10,465 years between
sediments of marine and continental origin. This immersion, in his view,
was the means “of restoring an exhausted world and improving it”.
Each immersion flushed in vivifying erosional material. And the more
immersions, the more finely ground the erosional material became,
releasing ever more nutrients. The result was that this ever-refining

i

“pabulum” “may have resulted [in] the improvements and refined

complications of animals”. He seems to have imagined the whole

44  Saull 1833a, b.
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hemisphere’s fauna and flora being regenerated at a stroke, each time in
more “improved” form. There is no sense of ancestry here, no lineage;
like so many Enlightenment thinkers he accepted a sort of spontaneous
re-emergence, but now of the entire ecosystem. These revivifying fluids
“must evolve, at once, every thing that is possible” (my emphasis),
producing at each turn a “wonderful gradation of being”. And because
there was no necessary lineal progression through the strata—just
improvements and changes—he believed that human fossils might still
be unearthed in older rocks among the tropical animals.*

Phillips’s impact on his protégé was profound. One facilitating
factor in Saull’s solution to human origins might have been Phillips’s
compassion, which extended from the poor to all suffering life. Pain,
disease, distress, being “common to entire animal nature”, left Phillips
the vegetarian seeking the freedom of all animals from subjugation. He
pushed humans and animals into the same category and integrated the
liberation of brutes into a search for mutual justice on earth,* which could
have been a valuable heuristic to Saull’s search for life’s relationship. But
for all that, Saull had outgrown Phillips’s Enlightenment spontaneity,
the ‘all-at-once” productions. We only appreciate Saull’s difference as
he moved in his 1833 talk to the emergence of “hot-blooded animals”,
which appeared after the colossal saurians and culminated in the
appearance of cave bears and hyaenas in Britain. And here he envisaged
another giant, “the fossil elephant, which, by the teeth or grinders, and
bones, we know was at least twice the size of the largest elephant of the
present day”.¥ (Gigantism introduced a sense of awe in these talks, as
if to reinforce the immensity and difference of the past. It served the
same function in his museum, where the grinders were on display, as
well as the remains of “immense rhinoceroses”. He was to exhibit some
fossil hippo grinders at the British Association for the Advancement of
Science the following year.**) With the great beasts’ passing came the last

45 R. Phillips 1832a, 47-48, 51-53, 70; Rupke 2005 on this ‘autochthonous’ emergence.
Rarely was any attempt made to plumb this ‘spontaneous’ origination of species.
One exception, discussed by Topham 2022, 364-65, was a Manchester Owenite,
Robert Whalley, who invoked a crystallization-based explanation in 1835.

46 Duthie 2019, 86-91.

47 Saull 1833a, b.

48 Literary Gazette 922 (Sept. 1834): 637; Athenaeum, 27 Sept. 1834, 715.
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and “most singular of animals, ‘man’.”* That “man” was an “animal”
should have set orthodox tongues wagging. How he arrived on the earth
certainly did.

Saull envisaged man “emerging or advancing, perhaps, from some
of the simian, the ape or monkey tribe, educed by circumstances over
which neither they nor he could have the least control”.”® That was his
clearest materialist statement on the external agencies generating man
from a monkey. No longer were humans generated directly from the
earth. He seemed to be invoking some sort of bloodline, as the monkeys
moved “up’ to become men.! Mankind was the monkey perfected, in
line with Owen’s perfectibility doctrine. Saull had said as much in his
1832 Letter from a Student in the Sciences to a Student of Theology, that the
“strange animal called man made his appearance, emerging many steps
in advance of the race of the Simians, who had inconsciously been his
precursors.”** But that letter was anonymous. Out in the open now, this
belief was to land him continually in hot water for years to come.

There was no Creation here. Nor was “man” sui generis, conjured up
by animating fluids with the rest of nature. He issued naturally from
monkeys or apes—he had a primate pedigree. But like Phillips and the
ideologues before him, Saull was adamant in denying any miraculous
intervention in the production of man, the sort taken for granted in
gentlemanly society—an intervention which reinforced the authority of
the Church over the souls so created. Notice, too, the congruence of his
wording about man’s evolution by natural agencies outside his control,
with the Owenite dictum (run on the masthead of the Crisis): “It 1s OF ALL
TRUTHS MOST IMPORTANT, THAT THE CHARACTER OF MAN Is FORMED FOR—NoT
BY HimvseLr”. Environmental and cultural forces shaped ‘evolution’ as
much as human character. This showed the need for correct co-operative

49 Saull 18334, b.

50 Saull 1833a, b.

51 This might, as Hodge 1972, and 2005, 112, portrayed it, be envisaged as multiple
parallel lineages. As the monkey line advances to become human, so an
independent lineage with lower primates at the top moves up, and these become
monkeys. The lineages all had separate starting and end points. There was no
common ancestry, that is, no branching tree. Bowler 1984, 80, for a diagrammatic
representation.

52 [Saull] 1832a, 6; Saull 1833a, b. Saull’s ape hypothesis was long recalled in socialist
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conditioning to continue the process for the moral regeneration of
mankind.

The frisson between radicals and co-operators played out in Saull’s
evolving nature. Here sovereign, self-reliant, and self-transforming life-
forms (the radical component) still needed the external progressive push
from changing ecosystems (the Owenite environmental component),
itself driven by large-scale planetary wobbles.

Mankind’s lowly ancestry and rise from savagery was seen to
justify the drive to the social millennium. “From the gradual progress
in nature towards perfection”, it followed that the animal man, “as a
part and parcel of that nature”, should be advancing too. But people
were being held back by the old “barbarous” doctrines which “crafty”
religious teachers “force ... into the mind of youth”: of humans as a
sinful species sunk in depravity, requiring salvation, the degenerate
relicts of once blessed beings. Men of the cloth remained blind to the
real material beauty around them. “While these practices continue,
and while we pay those the most money who continue to propagate
them”—the obligatory hit at the lord bishops who blocked reform and
the tithe payments angering non-Anglicans—"“we may look in vain for
any great advance in moral or social improvement.” The answer lay in
the rational school initiatives being launched by the London Owenites.
In these, nature and practical science were cherished, religions were
seen as culturally relative, and mores were contingent developments.
Had the populace been educated rationally, and properly empowered,
the social transformation would already have been complete. People
would be responsible and ready to vote. Thus Saull planted his infidel,
co-operative, and radical colours on the sedimentary strata. As a rich
merchant, he was no real communitarian but a great respecter of
property, with faith in continuing parliamentary reform and eventual
working-class suffrage. And here he pointed his finger at the Bristolians,
still smarting after the Reform Bill conflagration. The arsonists who
fired their Town Hall and city centre during the riots were

so ill-informed, that they know not how to enjoy freedom and liberty,
and the proof of it is as clear as the sun at noon-day; for had the minds of
the people been prepared [by a secular socialist schooling] ... you would
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not have had the afflicting prospect you now behold, namely, that of
seeing part of your beautiful city in ashes!™

The Bristol riots had stunned the nation and were a talking point for
years. They generated the same sort of shudder that his monkey
parentage did: both were assaults on a civilized Christian nation. On the
other hand, Saull’s thorough-going materialism was effusively received
by an audience bombarded by such infidelism, who saw it as one of the
best lectures ever delivered in the city.>*

This talk was probably his stock lecture, one he had been delivering
for a couple of years. That might explain why there is no mention of
the French transformist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck: the lecture was possibly
being read unmodified, despite recent developments. Saull knew of the
wealthy barrister-turned-geologist Charles Lyell’s influential Principles
of Geology. This had exhumed the poor Frenchman from his pauper’s
grave the previous year (1832) in order to unceremoniously re-inter
him. The British were made painfully aware of Lamarck’s shameful
science from reading the second volume of Lyell’s Principles. Nothing
really prepared a genteel nation for Lyell’s evocation of Lamarck’s
“force of external circumstances” causing chimpanzees to stand erect to
be counted savage men, and then his “tendency to perfection” to ensure
their intelligence grew to civilized standards.” Lyell set teeth chattering.
His long refutation acted like a red rag to the religious bull—hysterical
reactions in sober papers became the norm. England might have been
backwards in its natural theology (and rather laughed at in Europe), but
it was not only traditionalist passions that were inflamed. Even the Atlas,
that huge (and hugely expensive at 1s) Sunday paper aimed at well-
to-do liberals, was beside itself. The popular rag had its rough edges,
and occasionally transgressed “the rules of courtesy” in its reviews,*
but this time it went over the top. It railed against the “absurd creed
of those grovelling idolaters who desecrate the temple of Heaven, and
tear thence the Deity; who profane the altar of earth, and banish then
the pure incense of creation...”. “Ridicule is wasted on such egregious
absurdity...”, it said of the French enfant terrible.

53 Saull 1833a, b.
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“We came from nothing,” is the doctrine of Lamarck ... Our journey is
long, our progress uncertain; but, guided by the "tendency to perfection,’
struggling with our other deity, "the force of external circumstances, we
shall become gods from men, as we became men out of monkeys, and
monkeys out of the monad...

“How long”, it asked, like a terrier thrashing a rat, “would the priests
of transmutation require to convert the blue-faced ape of the zoological
garden into a BrRougHaM”? Ultimately Lyell’s dishing of Lamarck was
applauded, by using the squash-and-bash slang of the day: the “absurd
doctrines of the LamARckiaNs are absolutely squabashed”.”” Because
of Lyell’s over-exposure, “Lamarck” became a pejorative word. The
critics got carried away. The Belfast News-Letter’'s use of screamers
said it all: “Pro-di-gi-ous!!” and “rank nonsense!”. None doubted that
such transformist views were “Atheistical” (in the Patriot’s headline),?®
because so much contemporary natural theology rested on the wisdom
of Creative action in designing and introducing consecutive species.
They were introduced, not by “a transmutation of species”, which was
a “phrenzied dream”, but “by a provident contriving power”.”® Critics
insisted there could be no innate, “original tendency to a higher state of
being”. “Nature herself cannot accomplish such a result”. There could
be “no self-origination”, no self-empowering emergent life, no drive
from below. Any claim to the contrary was subversive to conservative
society and, given the state of natural religion, sacrilegious as well.®

Theological critics stood indebted to Lyell (perhaps more than he
wanted or expected). The Regius Professor of Modern History at the
University of Oxford, the Rev. Edward Nares, in his Man, as known to us
Theologically and Geologically (1834), shuddered at the thought of “man
as a mere development”

and therefore feel myself, as others should do, greatly indebted to Mr.
Lyell, for taking our part against Lamark [sic], who would have made
... nothing but apes, and monkeys, and ourang-outangs of us; or even
worse, a mere expansion of organic particles. Dr. Macculloch, speaking

57  Atlas, 12 Feb. 1832, 107-08.

58 Patriot, 18 Apr. 1832, 8; Belfast News-Letter, 10 Apr. 1832.
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of Lamark’s system, is puzzled to say whether it were the effect of
Epicurism, disease, or imbecility.*!

The critical adulation of Lyell—and the fact that he had flatly denied
a systematic and continual progression in the fossil record in order to
undercut Lamarck®—might have made Saull reluctant to modify his
talk. In his museum lectures a few months later, Saull countered that

whatever Mr. Lyell may say or write to the contrary, there appears to be
an uniform law, proceeding from the more simple to the more complex,
from lower to higher gradations of intellect, from the zoophite to

“The diapason closing full in man.”

It is a singular fact, that the order of creation, as we find it in the different
strata, from the transition to the tertiary formation, should be the same
as in the development of the human foetus.®

Saull clearly knew Lyell’s book. He even knew Lyell himself, or, at least,
Saull was attending Lyell’s soirées by 1835 with the Geological Society
elite.* But even if the Bristol talk (which was simply the first geological
lecture reported in full) came twenty months after Lyell’s book, all of
this suggests that it was not about to be modified to take in Lyell. The
thesis would remain ‘as is”. Recall the Crisis editor’s claim that “Our
friend [Saull] has an unconquerable tendency ... to trace the genealogy
of his own species up to the monkey tribe”, which sounds as if these
heresies had been expressed for some time prior to Lyell’s fingering of
Lamarck.®

Even though Saull’s perfecting fossil series and ape ancestry were
not based on Lamarck, and Saull was evidently reluctant to namecheck
Lyell’s work, the Gallic reprobate Lamarck became better known even
in the underworld because of Lyell. The ultra-radical True Sun set off
squibs shortly after Lyell’s book was published in 1832:

Oh! marvellous Sage! oh! wonderful Lamarck!
Prover of every thing—and more besides;
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Describer of each creature in the ark,
Discloser of all truths that nature hides!—

That prodigy of beasts, the camelopard,
was born, at first, in nature’s medias res;
Its neck grew long—because the brute strained hard
To crop the foliage of the lofty trees!
There’s not a thing but habit alters quite;
None wear the shapes in which they first began;
Then say, Lamarck, thou star in Nature’s night—
May not your theory extend to Man?

For what were Lords invented? Do you think
That Nature made them for no other uses

Than just to talk about “destruction’s brink,”
To plead for tithes, and to resist abuses?

Were Bishops sent us for this simple reason—
To eat of turbot, and to drink their fill?

Or to commit, against the people, treason—
To scoff at millions, and to “trip” the Bill?%

From giraffes to bishops, it was grist to the radical mill. The political
appropriation continued, with “Monsieur Lamarck” made to serve up
some fine farces on pernicious habits perverting the lordly species.®” Did
Saull read the True Sun? Of course he did—it was the ultras’ own evening
paper.® It had a talented and fearless staff, including the editor John Bell,
a hack whose “whole heart and soul was anti Church and State”,* and
John Thelwall, whose trial for high treason in 1794 had given him his
radical cachet. But it is best remembered for its Parliamentary reporter
in 1832: Charles Dickens started his newspaper career here. It had a
good circulation during the Reform Bill furore, but it fell off sharply
after the bill’s passing.” In difficulty by October 1832, the paper was
kept afloat by a massive subscription drive, organized by Saull, Watson,
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68 HO64/12,f. 163 (2 Nov. 1832). The spy was reporting on it as the only stamped
paper supporting the ultra’s ideals.
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Cleave, Lovett, and Hetherington, that is, the usual suspects.” So, yes,
the True Sun was Saull’s paper, with its Lamarckian squibs.

Robert Owen himself knew devotees of the heretical Frenchman. In
America, he had set up the New Harmony colony with William Maclure,”
a proficient geologist who had travelled widely in Europe. Although he
was later dubbed “The Father of American Geology”, Maclure actually
published little on the subject. What he did publish showed his other
side. He was a communitarian whose pamphlets on social matters were
collected up into three volumes. One contained a speculative piece on
the meaning of geology, whose import was to show that the creature-
entombing rocks attested to a universal progressive flux and that the
rise of life from its spontaneous origins supported “the anti-christian
suppositions of the naturalist Lamark [sic]”.”

In blasphemy circles, the idea of monkey origins was suitably cynical
and nihilistic but far from shocking. Saull could have been primed by any
number of notions floating around in disreputable places. For example,
the pirated Lawrence, having shown in Lectures on Man that a peculiar
larynx prevents the ape from talking, left it open for Carlile to suggest
therefore that “Man was a mere ouran-outang before he began to speak”.”
Since, in polite society, apes were met with expressions of disgust, as
a grotesque mockery of the divine countenance, what better than to
squash such arrogance than with this hideous ancestry? It was the
anthropological equivalent of Carlile’s cynical line, that the human body
rots to a dunghill.”” And Carlile’s imprisoned shop assistants saw apes
and humans present “every progressive st